"You ever seen adead body?"

"Yes"

"Not like this you haven't."

Proctor saw the sheet-covered body, smdled the blood. "Gladman?
She nodded.

"The Ripper?"

She nodded again.

"So what's so different about this that 1 have to seeit?"

She nodded, and the sergeant yanked off the sheet.

Proctor swallowed hard.

"That's not dl," she said quietly. She touched her forehead, and Proctor squinted through the dim light. The blood
was smeared across Gladman's face, soaked into his shirt and the top of his trousers. "Closer," she said.

"I don't think so."
She touched her forehead again. "Above his eyes."
He looked again, and shrugged. "I don't get it."

"Neither do I. He carved a P in there, Proctor. Right into the bone."
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Previoudy, in Black Ock

T

o all those who apply for aposition at Black Oak Inves-tigations, Ethan Proctor eventually asks: "Do you believein
ghosts?"

Taylor Blaine, awealthy businessman living in Connecti-cut, has hired Black Oak to find his daughter, Celeste.
She has been missing for thirteen years.

Blaine promises Proctor dl the money he needs to find even one smal hint that she's till dive. However, his other
children, the twins Frederick and Alicia, are opposed to the idea.

"He doesn't like you," Lana Keldehatdls her boss. "I think he thinks you're just in it for the money."

"He's a snob," Proctor answers. "l can handle it. Don't worry."

"You'd better handle it soon. Frederick has just taken over the company and fired us."

Proctor has adream:

A vast obsidian plain under a huge faceless moon. Obsid-ian trees whose iff sharp leaves clack and clatter in the
wake of aswift dark wind. The ground's surface smooth and even, reflected moonlight giving the surface a depth that
makes crossing it seem like crossing clear ice over ill black water. Winged creatures in the sky, silent, gliding, leaving
faint trails of gray smoke that twisted and tore and soon vanished.

Proctor knowsit's a dream.

He has been here before.

Ellen Proctor hasn't said aword in almost seven years.

While in England, Proctor receives a telephone cdl from his mother's physician:
"Proctor? It's Paul Browning."

Proctor can't speak, can barely breathe.

"Proctor, you there?"

"Tell me quick," he says, triesto swallow, and can't. , A pause before Browning laughs. "No, Proctor, it'sal right.
Honest to God, it'sall right. Y our mom's okay."

He doesn't know whether to be angry or relieved. "Then what's—"

"She spoke, Proctor. Last night, she spoke. | heard her, man, | actually heard her."

On the Boardwalk in Atlantic City, a two-bit gambler named Shake Waldman talks to a femae colleague:
"You're leaving?'

"Gotta move on," she says, her accent not quite true. "You know how it is."

"Gonna miss you."



"Thanks."
"Do something for me?"
"If | can."

He gives her afolded piece of paper. "Take care of this, okay? If something happens to me, read it, you'll know what
to do."

"Shake, what's going on?"'
"Don't worry about it, Petra. Just do an old friend afavor. That's dl | ask."

do you believe in ghosts?






[FRILORF
H

ushed voicesin alarge room. A handful of candles in soot-black twisted candelabra throw more shadows than light,
and in the background the sound of adow steady wind.

In the darkness above, where candlelight cannot reach, the muted flutter of wings.

There are scents and odors collected in pockets where the ar does not move, where drafts do not reach
them—candle wax and burnt logs, swest fruit and rotting fruit, rodent drop-pings winged or not, flowers of dl kinds,
mesat cooled and raw, perfume, cologne, new clothes and old clothes, dust, flesh.

There is no telling how large the room actually is. But by its echoes and its silences a visitor knows it is vast.

And old.

The bardly seen walls of dark wood made darker by the twisting smoke from the candles, from torches now unlit,
and the natural aging process; the stone floor made darker by the shoes that have trod across it, the furniture dragged
across it, and the natural aging process; the long table in the center, most of it dull, some of it polished by arms and
hands drawn across it, has legs thick as trees and chairs with high backs carved in patterns with no discernible
meaning, dl of it dark-ened by age beyond measure.

The sharp tap of a sharp fingernail against wood, acdl for attention.

When the voices findly quiet, there is only the wind, and the wings.

A full minute later a series of soft chimes sound, a chair scrapes back, and a voice clears its throat and says, "All
goes as it should. We are wdll."

Another voice disagrees, with deference but not subservient: "Maybe it does, and maybe we are, but he's dill
dive"

The first voice sounds amused: "Y ou actually expected him to die?"

A soft chuckle from the complainer. "All right, maybe not, but one can dream, right?"

. Laughter fills the cavernous room. When it fades, when si-lence returns, the first voice says, "A lost béttle is not a
lost war." A pause for more laughter, and not afew groans. "He will do what he will, and believe what he believes, but
in the end, just like dl the rest, he will die."

A third voice, awoman's: "I don't care. He frightens me."

"And me" admits a fourth, this one a man who sounds very young to be in a place like this.

No one e se speaks, just the wings and the wind, until: "Fear is neither asin nor acrime. It will keep you dert. It will
keep usdl dive."

"Maybe so," the woman answers, "but | still want Proctor dead.”
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5 January
They say the beach is haunted.

When midnight dips into the dead hours of morning, the Boardwalk is deserted more often than not, the Atlantic
City streets empty and cold. A patrol car cruising the side streets, trailing faint static; a desperate hooker in fake fur
clinging to the shadows; a corner bar with sputtering neon; a vacant lot strewn with rubble and garbage; a dead rat in
agutter, mat-ted fur dick with ail.

The glow of casino lights reaches over the sand, doesn't quite reach the ocean. Streetlamps along the boardwalk
aren't bright enough to reach each other. And a flurry of headlights from automobiles leaving a multitiered parking
garage am west, not east. Thisisn't Las Vegas, night and day do not blend.

It's winter, and the wind off the Atlantic is dull and cold and damp. Flapping pennants sound like crackling ice, and
footsteps sound as if they tread on hollow wood. An icicle hangs from a back corner a Caesar's, another from one of
the garish turrets a the Tg. It hasn't snowed yet, but it feels as if it has. Many of the tourists, day-trippers and
weekenders, wish it would, if only to cover the rest of the city so it would be easier to pretend they're someplace
special when their wal-lets findly empty.

Once in a while a gambler leaves one casino to hustle up to another, shoulders up and head down, hands in
pockets, paying no attention to the sand that stretches into the dark. Once in a while lovers, bundled for the season,
stand am in am at the boardwalk railing and watch the flashes of white out there in the dark, early cresting waves
pushed toward them by the wind. Once in a while a lone man or woman will take the stairs down to the sand, peek
under the boardwalk, look over at the waves, and dimb up again, quickly, with a shiv-ering that has nothing to do with
winter winds.

They say the beach is haunted, and they're right. But not quite.

"Listen, Murray, | don't want to be the wet blanket," said Fred Dailey, "but in case you hadn't noticed, it's goddamn
cold out here." To prove his point, he stamped a foot hard on the boardwak as he waked beside his friend. "Frozen,
see? Damn foot is frozen solid. Il have to thaw my shoes just to get them off."

Murray, twice his normd sze in a Russian greatcoat a-most as long as he was tdl, adjusted his Russian lamb's wool
hat with one gloved hand, and waked on without respond-ing. His cheeks and pointed chin were red, the
condensation of his breath had frozen on his mustache, and his eyes were hdf closed against the wind that nudged
and poked him.

Fred, tdler, thinner, his bloodhound face just as red, glared over Murray's head a the sand off to his right, men out
to the ocean. It's too cold, fifty bucks gone, only one hundred left, what the hell kind of a way to celebrate a birthday
was this?

"Murray."

"Fred, were going, were amost there, why complain dl the time? You don't like it, go back. Or sit on one of these
benches, they look very nice."

"I don't likeit, it's too far to go back, it's too cold to sit, weve already passed four very respectable hotels ... | don't
get it."

Murray lifted a hand, pointing at the sky. "They didn't fed right."

"What, they were too warm?'

"They didn't have the fed, Fred, you know? They gotta have the fed."

"Well, | fed likeice, what do you think about that?"

"| think you should've gotten a better coat,” Murray said, and laughed so hard he veered into the stedl railing at the

boardwalk's eastern edge, ricocheted off, and bumped into his friend. Laughed again, a series of wheezes that ended in
avi-olent coughing.



Fred, resigned, patted the other man's back gently until the spasm passed. More gently now: "Murray, this is
crazy."

But it wasn't just this that was crazy. The whole idea was crazy: Two old men drive dl the way down here in a car
that should have been junked when Moses was pulled out of the reeds, get a room too expensive by half, eat enough
fatty food to kill an elephant, and proceed immediately to start giving the casino dl their money. And for what? So
former New York City police detective Murray Cobb can celebrate his six-tieth birthday in the vain and futile hope of
turning one whole pension check into a fortune.

"A onetime thing," Murray had argued when Fred protested. "A onetime thing. You're my friend, you going with me
or you staying in Queens and watch the sidewalks rot?"

The sidewalks rotting, Fred thought now, was a better bet than anything Murray had bet on tonight.

Stll, it was his pa's birthday, and what was a little frost-bite between men who'd been friends for amost haf a
cen-tury.

Murray, the coughing finally done, scrubbed a hand under his nose and spat over the railing. Then he grabbed the
top ral and leaned against it, lifted his chin to point at the surf. "You ever go out there, Fred? Cruise ship, | mean. You
ever go on acruise?'

"Nope." He looked around nervously. They were in one of the dead spots along the Boardwalk, a place where the
casi-nos' light didn't fully reach because the distance between them was too grest. It wouldn't have been that bad if dl
the Board-walk streetlamps were lit, but they weren't—burned out or shot out, only one working dimly a few yards up
ahead, it didn't do him much good &t dl, here in the dead spot.

Behind him were a dozen or so summer shops boarded and chained until spring, the two-story building they were in
so run-down, it was a wonder it hadn't been condemned already.

It was too dark here, and too cold. He adjusted his scarf, checked to make sure dl his coat buttons were fastened,
and looked north and south, positive there were gangs of muggers out there, just waiting for a chance to knock guys
like him and Murray off.

Then Murray asked a question, and he said, "What?"

"Y ou hear oneword | say?'

"I'm making sure we don't get murdered.”

Murray laughed, wheezed, coughed but controlled it. "What | said was, cruises aren't what they're cracked up to be.
And if you hate it, you can't wak away, go home, have a better time."

Fred closed one eye. "The point being?'

"The point being," Murray said, afinger raised to the sky, "that | forget what the damn point was, you got me off
track by not listening." He leaned over and spat again. "Son of a bitch."

"Hey," Fred said. "No cdl for that. My mind was wan-dering, that's dl. To, | might add, someplace warm."

"No, that's not what | meant." Murray began to sidle aong the railing, looking over every few fest, then checking to
his right to judge the distance I€eft to the next set of stairs. "'l wasn't talking about you."

"I'm blessed."

"Think there's a body down there." He began to move more quickly, leaning over the ral amost al the time now. "I
think there's a body down there."

Fred followed dowly, putting a shoulder to a gust that tried to knock him into a shop. "Murray, there's no body
down there."

"Y ou acop?'
"You?'

Murray stopped and straightened, and Fred redized he'd just made a huge mistake. Murray had not taken wel to



re-tirement, till thought of himself as the same cop he aways was, except without as much work.
Fred put a hand to hisforehead. "Sorry. | didn't mean that."
"Y ou owe meone."
"Yes. Yes, | do."
"Good." Murray sagged against the railing. "Then, you go down there, seeif I'm right."
"I am not going down there to touch a dead body."
"You don't have to touch it, for God's sake. Who said any-thing about touching? Just go down there, see if I'm

right, okay? If there's someone lying there, maybe he's hurt, well go get a cop. If there isn't, you can buy me a drink at
the next bar."

Fred opened his mouth to make a suggestion, shook his head, and waked over to the stairs. As he passed his
friend he could hear faint wheezing, but when he looked, Murray just waved him on impatiently.

"Il be right up here," he said. "Got you covered the whole way."

"With what? That hat?"

"l got agun."

Fred stopped before held taken the first step down. "Y ou've got a what?"

Murray shrugged. "A gun.”

"Jesus, Murray, we're gonnaend up in jail, for God's sake."

Murray pointed. "Go. It's freezing up here."

Oh, great, Fred thought; now you're cold.

The steps were wide, wood, and worn, a little dippery, and Fred held tightly to the railing as he climbed down to the
sand. When he looked up, he found himsdf staring right at Murray's shoes, which, even in this dim light, looked as old
as their owner.

"See anything?' Murray whispered.

Y eah, Fred thought sourly, and what he saw he didn't like.

The streetlamp's faint glow dipped between cracks in the boards, pale slants and hazy cones that barely reached
g;zss sand. He could faintly see empty liquor bottles, crushed beer cans, clumps of dried seaweed, broken shells, bits of

He could hear the surf magnified under there.

He could hear his own breathing.

What he couldn't see was anything that looked even vaguely like a body, or somebody that had been hurt.

Just the dark, and the sound of the surf.

He gave himsdlf another fifty feet, just to be sure. Murray hadn't said anything, but Fred could hear those shoes
_shuf—fling along the boards, keeping impatient pace, could hear the rail groan alittle whenever his friend leaned against
It.

Thisis stupid.

He had to bend alittle to see under each time, and his back had begun to complain.

Thisis stupid.



At the end of his fifty feet, he shook his head and looked up. "Nothing. Just junk."

Murray scowled. "Could've sworn."

"Shadows, Mur. Y ou saw shadows, that's all."

His old friend shrugged acceptance so quickly, Fred had to blink. Then snarl. Then grin.

"Don't be so smug, Dailey. I'm sitting down. Come on up.”

Fred checked under the boards one more time, just in case, and wondered if that piece of falen piling over there was
what Murray saw. Had to be. From the right angle, with the right lighting, he supposed it could pass for someone lying
on his back. Except it would have had to have been out here more, not back there, or Murray wouldn't have seen it at
al.

He bent lower and eased under, one hand gripping a pil-ing as he leaned closer. Just in case.

Not enough light; there wasn't enough light, but it sure as hell looked like someone's iff leg. An illusion of some
kind, he'd have to ask Murray.

Keeping the edge of the boardwalk directly above his right shoulder, he took a few steps up and in, grabbed
another pil-ing for balance, and squinted.

It moved.

He straightened in surprise, caught himsdf just before he cracked his head against the underside of the boards.

"Fred," Murray whispered.

Fred waved a hang-on-a-minute hand before he redlized Murray couldn't see it, and took ancther step, another, until
he faced the length of piling and, with a gasp, salv the shoe on the end of it. Redized that he wasn't looking at one leg,
there were two.

Son of abitch, he thought; the old fart wasright.

Vishility was too shalow here; he could only see as far as the fdlen man's waist, and when the legs trembled again,
he said anxioudy, "Mister? Hey, migter, you dl fight? You need some help?"

A wesk voice: "Help."

Fred looked behind him, up at the boards, was about to cal out to Murray when the voice spoke again, low and
husky: "Help. Help me up.”

A drunk, he decided; damn, it's just a drunk. But he reached out anyway.

And a hand drifted out of the dark, as pae as the pae light that barely reached the sand.

Fred automatically gripped it and pulled gently, frowned, and pulled again; frowned and inhaded sharply when those
fin-gers squeezed until he thought his knuckles would shatter. He went instantly to his knees, fedling the cold sand
through his trousers and the cold wind turning the back of his neck to ice.

He opened his mouth to cry out, but the only sound he could make was a desperate quiet choking.

Movement, then, back there in the dark as he was pulled forward, and he had to snap out his other hand to keep
from faling on his face.

Another face, barely seen, as though it were covered in athin black veil.
"Please," Fred said, no louder than a whisper.
A death's head smile, eyes made of fire.

The hand yanked, and he was pulled off the ground, landed on his back, dl the breath gone from his lungs in an
explo-sive gasp. He couldn't speak, couldn't breathe, and when he saw what had taken him, he couldn't even scream.



MO

9 February

T

he January thaw was a month late. Although the situation was much worse in the high hills of the northwestern part
of the state, there was till enough snow on the ground in the rest of North Jersey to cause mgor problems when the
overnight temperature charged out of the teens and into the high forties by noon without haf taking a breath. Over the
next three days cdlars flooded, streams and creeks ran faster and higher, low roads dipped under smal instant lakes,
storm drains overflowed. Icicles meted, a skin of water rippled over the ice on ponds and lakes, and haf the
population prematurely shucked their topcoats and heavy sweaters.

Paul Tazaretti's mother called it pneumonia wesather, and if she could see him now, she'd probably die. Or worse—
drag him into the house by the ear and stand at the foot of the steps, her ams folded across her chest, waiting until he
was dressed warmly enough to suit her.

At the moment he stood, in white T-shirt and jeans, in front of an open empty garage, trying to decide if it was
worth going on, this emergency operation on his old Jeep. Hed been able to keep ahead of the rust, but the engine
was something else, and he was pretty sure he was losing that race hands down.

The problem was, he had gotten the old junker for gradu-ation, it was his first car, and it thereby had great
sentimental value; he couldn't bring himsdf to get rid of it, replace it with something else.

A loud, self-pitying sigh, and he peered into the empty garage, looking for something that might perform the miracle
he needed. But it was preternaturally clean in there. No spi-derwebs, no grease or ail stains on the concrete floor, the
few garden and lawn tools dl hanging neatly from nails pounded into the wals and ... nothing else.

It was asif the man who owned the house not only didn't own a car, he didn't even live here full-time.
Taz leaned back against afender and shook his head. It wasn't natural. It just wasn't natural.

Sll, Taz was lucky he was back here at dl, lucky that his boss had no problems with him working on the Jeep
during company time, as long as he made sure his other work was done.

It wes.

In fact, the last report had been filed over a week ago, and with no new cases either assigned or pending, the
inactivity was getting on his nerves. His, and everybody else's at Black Oak Investigations. Proctor, for whatever
reasons, hadn't been attending each day's routine mail check. Which meant any possible new clients had so far gone
unnoticed or unexplored. Which meant he was about ready to go out of his mind from boredom.

The most exciting thing he'd done over the past couple of days was pick out goofy vaentines for the women who
worked here. Hed managed to kill most of an afternoon with that one. Aside from that, it was curse a and mourn for
the Jeep, flirt a little with Eri, the new girl hired to fill in for RJ when RJ was at class, and throw snowballs off the
redwood deck to see how far he could get them across the Hudson-He was about ready to see if he could dimb down
the face of the Palisades without a rope, but he figured Proctor would skin him for that stunt.

Stll, it was better than doing nothing, which was what try-ing to fix this damn Jeep pretty much was.

A breeze coasted over his arms, and he shivered, rolled his shoulders, considered going into the house to grab a
sweater, and changed his mind. Lana, Black Oak's office manager and computer wizard, was dill taking to that guy
who'd arrived a few minutes ago. She stood in front of the kitchen door, a coat thrown over her shoulders, and from
the set of her head and the way she kept snapping a finger at her squared bangs, she definitely wasn't happy. Stll, it
was weird that she hadn't invited him in; that wasn't like her. And since the guy clearly wasn't a hill collector or
something, he figured it was better if he just stuck around, just in case.

The man was on the bottom of three steps, which put him and Lana amost eye to eye. Taez didn't know who he was,
but he didn't like him anyway. Didn't like the way he stood with his gloved hands crossed in front of him, his head
cocked in that way that told Taz he was only pretending to listen to whatever she had to tdl him. Doc had often told



him he was too quick to judge, but Taz didn't care—in his gut he knew this guy was trouble, or about to be.

He watched a moment longer, then turned back to the Jeep, stared at the engine and blew out an exasperated breath.
Hope-less; it was hopeless. He didn't say so aoud, of course; it would hurt the vehicle's fedings and make her run
worse than ever.

A grin, and he checked back to the porch, just as Lana looked over the stranger's head and raised a hand.

The grin snapped off.

If she wanted him to meet this guy on a possible case or friendly basis, she would have beckoned with a cheerful
wave. What she had done, however, was crook a finger—Taz, get over here, 1 need your help. So he grabbed his
black leather jacket from the front seat and put it on, picked up a greasy rag and hurried down the drive.

When he was closer, he heard them:

"I believe you're making aterrible mistake."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Blaine, but | am till not going to let you in. Not while Proctor isn't here. | have my instructions.”

"And | pay thehills."

Lana's smile was coldly polite. "Not al of them."

"Enough, my dear lady, enough.”

"Well, | think your father would have something to say about that, don't you?"

"My father," said Frederick Blaine, "is no longer in daily charge of operations. And it is therefore my right to see
ex-actly what my sister and | are paying for."

Taz dowed, his didike for the younger Blaine intensify-ing, again for no other reason than he had what his old man
caled an "Eastern snob" accent. Not quite British, not quite North American, but an irritating combination of both,
mak-ing just about anything he said sound condescending.

"Oh, Taz, there you are," she said cheerfully, her amile widening. "Do come here and meet Frederick Blaine, Taylor
Blaine's son."

Oh, boy, Taz thought; this guy is in deep trouble, and he doesn't even know it. Because Lana was short,
Polynesian, and seemingly delicate, everyone who didn't know her tended to migudge her. By the time they figured
out how wrong they were, it was much too late.

Blaine turned to face him, atdl man whose face was rough and lightly pocked, thin lips, eyes that seemed to be in a
per-petual squint a the corners, a dight widow's peak. His hair was dark brown—dirt-brown, his old man would've
caled it; the kind weeds grow in, not crops.

Quickly Taz wiped his clean hands on the rag, then held one out. "Pleased to meet you, sSir."

Blaine automatically accepted the offered hand, and said, "The feding is—" before he redized something was
wrong.

With a shocked expression, Taz snatched his hand away. "Oh, gosh, Mr. Blaine, I'm sorry. I'm reslly—I was
work-ing—see, | was—" He pointed back to the Jeep's upraised hood, took a step up to the porch asif to run inside,
stepped down again. "Gosh, I'm redlly sorry. Gosh, I'm—"

"It'sdl right," Blaine said, staring at his greasy pam and fingers with distaste. "It was an accident.”

Taz nodded quickly. "Yes, dr, it was, gr. An accident. You want meto go in and—"

"No." Blaine glanced at the house, a Lana, and said, "No, I'll take care of it mysdlf." A dight bow to them both, and
he walked down the driveway to the street, where Taz saw a dark green limousine big as an ocean liner waiting at the
curb. A liveried chauffeur was at the back door long before Blaine arrived, and Blaine looked back only once before he
climbed in and the door dammed shut.

Taz waited until the limousine was gone before he said, "Okay?'



Lana laughed. "Excdllent, Taz, excellent.” She wiped a hand over her mouth and chin. "That son of a bitch is about
to cause big trouble around here. | sure hope Proctor knows what he's doing."

The room was samd| and pleasant. A comfortable bed, a chest of drawers, two armchairs, a table between them with
avase of fresh flowers. In the back wal was a diding glass door that led onto a smal patio, beyond which was a lavn
that sloped gently away from the building. Summer and spring, there was nothing but flowers out there, and
full-crowned trees; now it was dead grass and patches of snow and empty gardens. The winter sunlight kept it bright,
kept it from ap-pearing as lifeless as it was.

A woman sat in one of the chairs, facing the doors, a distant smile on her face. Her greying hair was cut short,
util-itarian, not stylish; she wore a smple brown dress, and dip-pers on her feet. Her hands lay loosely clasped in her

lap.
She didn't move.
She hadn't moved since Proctor arrived two hours before.

He was in the other chair, watching her, watching what the thaw had Ieft behind. Every once in a while he would
say, "Mom?'

She didn't move, and she didn't answer.

Until nearly four weeks ago, she hadn't spoken in nearly seven years. And then, dl she had said was, "Tiger's eye."
"Mom, I'm going to have to go soon."

Ellen Proctor didn't move; the smile didn't change; she didn't speak.

He rose stiffly, defeated, and stood in front of her, leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. "I'll be back soon,
Mom," he whispered. "I love you."

When he l€ft, he closed the door quietly and leaned heavily against the wadl, head down, eyes briefly closed. The
tiled corridor was wide and bright, sunny even though there were no windows. Ahead and behind he could hear soft
voices, other visiting family members, nurses, doctors, therapists, atelevision, aradio.

tiger's eye.

He had been in England on a case when the news came; he had returned as fast as he could, but nothing had
changed. All was the same as it had been, before "tiger's eye."

Neither he nor Paul Browning, her doctor, had the faintest idea what it meant. A marble? The actua eye of a tiger?
Some symbolic piece of the internal world she had lived in dl these years? Almost every day since his return from
England, he had visited her, talked to her, asked her, once nearly yelled a her when his patience reached an end, and
his weariness grew too strong.

And nothing.
Just that smile, and ... nothing.

He blew out a breath and headed for the exit. Paul wasn't in today, and for that he was relieved. Dr. Browning had
not lost his excitement, and the enthusiasm, the optimism, was wearing. Better he return to the office; a least there he
had some measure of control.

A wave to a couple of nurses, and he was outside, taking in the too warm air, trudging to the car, sitting. Just
sitting.

| don't know, he thought when he findly pulled out of the parking lot; | don't know how much more of this | can
take.

It was a familiar feding, one he had virtualy every time he left his mother behind. But he aways took it; he had
given himsdf no choice. Something had happened to her to drive her into that mysterious world of hers, and he wasn't
about to rest until he found out whet it wes.

tiger's eye.



Had it been anything else, he might not now be so frus-trated, but the phrase had echoes. He couldn't remember
where, and he couldn't remember when, but he was positive he had heard it recently. Within the last severa months.
He doubted there was a connection—nhell, there couldn't be a connection—but the coincidence of memory and his
mother's words sparked him, and tired him at the same time.

By the time he reached home, his momentary despair had lifted somewhat, and he was ready for something ese.
Some-thing new. The Celeste Blaine case, something in the mail, something referred to him alone ... it didn't matter.
What he wanted was something else to occupy his time. Occupy his mind.

He walked into the smal kitchen, grabbed a can of soda from the refrigerator, passed into the dining room, and
hollered, "I'm back, what's new?"

Lana came immediately out of the hallway to his Ieft, where the offices were, a concerned eyebrow raised.
"No," she said. "Nothing."

"I'm sorry."

A shrug. "Don't be. It'll change. | know it will."

"Changes here, too."

He walked into the high-ceiling living room, pushed his shoulders back to drive out the tension, and said, "Taz
drove through the garage wall."

"I heard that," Taz yelled from down the hall.
"No," Lana said. "It's Frederick Blaine. He paid us avisit an hour ago."

Proctor sagged into an ugly wing chair that was his fa-vorite, more so because everyone else had, a one time or
an-other, tried to get rid of it. "What?" he said flatly.

"He wanted to see the files; | told him no. He as much as told me held be back." She waited until he looked at her. "It
wasn't apromise, Proctor. You can ask Taz; it definitely was not a promise.”

Proctor rolled his eyes. The Blaine twins had been thorns in his side since he'd first begun the search. As far as he
was concerned, they were pests, not much more. "I'll tak to the old man, don't worry."

"Tak al you want," shetold him.
He looked at her sharply.

"It won't do a bit of good. Apparently Frederick'sin charge of everything now, including the family's private affairs.
| looks like he and Alicia have pulled off a coup.”



THREE

12 January

T

he Lighthouse was not the most elegant of the city's casi-nos, nor was it as elaborately furnished and appointed as
those farther down the Boardwalk. It's only dam to Atlantic City fame was its ocean-side facade—a twenty-three
story lighthouse replica complete with a sweeping beam of intense light directed out over the water; the beam moved
in a 60-degree north-south arc, changing colors every thirty minutes. A guest didn't need to know the address; dl he
had to do was am for the light.

Inside, save for the nautical themes and low-key atmo-sphere, there wasn't alot to distinguish it from its seaside
competitors. The noise was the same; the gamblers looked the same; the showgirls in the smdl theater looked the same
as any other.

The difference was in the way the owners and manage-ment treated its employees. It wasn't only the higher wages
and decent on-site treatment; it was, as manager Reno Baron put it, the benefits.

Long before the murders began, he had convinced the own-ers to dlow him to set aside a half-dozen rooms on the
fourth floor, to be alocated at his discretion. He used them for his employees—those who needed a quick nap
between double shifts, those who didn't want to wadk home on particularly nasty weather days, those whose
transportation plans didn't pan out. It wasn't abig thing, but it was appreciated, espe-cialy since he didn't charge his
people adime.

Once the third body was discovered, however, he reserved a half-dozen more rooms, took out the guests beds,
added roll aways and cots to produce a dormitory effect, and assigned an extra guard to the floor to foster the
impression of secu-rity. He also ordered an armed guard to accompany those who lived nearby. Just in case. Just to
show he cared.

Charleen Cge thought it was dumb. A publicity ploy so blatant she couldn't believe any of her friends actualy
be-lieved the sdlf-important manager redlly gave a damn. Not that she cared. Normdly she wouldn't wak home in the
mid-dle of the night while some creep roamed the city, tearing peoplée's throats out and not even bothering to hide the
bod-ies. The papers said he was taunting the police; the news-casters on TV said the police were helpless because
there was no clues, no witnesses, and no pattern to the murders.

She didn't care about that, either.

What she wanted tonight was her own bed to crawl into. Her feet hurt. Her back hurt. The underside of her right
breast was killing her because that damn wire in her costume had come loose and had stabbed her throughout the
show. It even drew blood. And she was cold—the neon blue scarf she'd bought in Philly last week was too thin, her
coat was too thin, and too many drafts slithered up her legs.

What she did care about was the distance between the hotel and her apartment building, only two blocks away.

Not far now; not far.

The hotel behind the facade was nothing special. Eighteen stories of red-trimmed windows in white brick. A handful
had balconies with potted plants on them, but those were in front, where the high rollers, when they weren't ralling
high, could see the ocean. Aside from the oversize lifeboat-shape portico above the crescent drive, the lighting was
poor, and on the other side of Pacific Avenue was a fenced-in, long and nar-row empty lot, which may or may not
eventually become a parking garage. On the north side of the street that ran past the lot were empty houses jammed so
closely together there was no room between them—they looked as if they were part of the same building.

Charleen didn't mind waking by them. Until now she'd aways pretended people ill lived there, that they were
sleep-ing, dreaming, maybe making love. It kept the street from fedling empty.

Nothing could do that tonight.

Two days ago someone had shot out dl the streetlamps along the block, and the city hadn't yet gotten around to



re-placing them.

Beside her, Dacey Logetta grumbled to hersalf, a cigarette in her mouth, a large red beret jammed onto her red hair.
They had been hired at the same cattle call, had found themselves next to each other in the dressing room that first
night, and had decided without aword that it would probably be a good thing to look after each other.

"Goddamn cold," Dacey complained, blowing smoke to-ward the street. Her coat didn't reach her knees. Her skirt
was even shorter. She wore no gloves.

Charleen grinned. "Next time, think winter, not summer, you dope.”

The block was long. The empty lot swam with shadows, and the dark windows of the houses stared at them as they
walked by.

The guard wasn't with them.

Dacey, whose apartment was one floor above Charleen's, hadn't felt like waiting an hour just so some guy could do
the swagger macho thing, not to mention hit on her a the same time.

Besides, the killer never attacked anyone who was with someone else.
It hadn't taken much argument to convince Charleen it was dl right.

She checked behind her, the lights were brighter because of the darkness they'd gotten used to. The night wind
danced a candy wrapper between her feet and into the gutter, made her adjust her fringed scarf to keep the cold out.

She wished she hadn't worn her tennis shoes tonight. She thought she'd fed better if she could hear her footsteps.
A solid pair of heels made an awful lot of noise. As it was, ex-cept for their breathing, there wasn't a sound. She
adjusted the scarf again, and kept her hand at her throat, to hold her coat closed.

"| think," Dacey said, pulling her head as low into her hunched shoulders as she could, "I'm gonna quit, y'’know?"

"What? What for?"

Dacey laughed. "What for? Chrigt, | got legs that haf the time don't work like they're supposed to because they're
danc-ing dl the time. | got a bank account that needs serious fi-nancing, and | could do better in ... well, hdl, in a bank.
And I'm getting sick of those guys staring at medl the time."

Charleen shook her head. "Dace, that's what they do. | mean, were practically naked up there, right? In Vegas we
would be naked. So they stare, so what?'

"So they think 1'm a hooker, Char."
"Yeah, so?"
"So I'm not."

"Wel, | know it, and you know it, and you aren't ever going to see those guys again, so why do you give a damn
what they think?"

Dacey waved a disgusted hand. "I don't know. ... | don't know."

Charleen took a sidestep and bumped her friend with a hip. "You need deep, that's al."

"No, | need to get outta this place."

She laughed silently, bumped Dacey again, and took a deep breath. Ahead she saw cars drift silently through the
distant intersection, the neon beer ads of a corner bar, a couple cross-ing the street, heading the other way. Because of
the cold, everything in the light had an edge, sharp asif cut out by arazor blade. A moment later the intersection was
empty, and she concentrated on the spotlighted stone stairs that fronted their apartment building.

Dacey tossed her cigarette into the gutter and picked up the pace.

Charleen said, "If we had afog, this would be just like London, right?"



Dacey gave her alook. "Oh, please.”

"Just talking. It's too quiet tonight.”

"Then, let's run for it," Dacey said, grinning. "I'll race you."

"I thought your legs were too tired."

Dacey dlapped athigh. "These are Logetta legs, girl. They do what | tdl them."

"Do they really?' avoice answered.

Charleen yelped and jumped sideways, nearly faling; Dacey uttered a short scream and nearly fdl against her.
He stood in the middle of the street, in a spot where every-thing seemed to stop—Ilight, sound, movement.

At least Charleen assumed it was a he. The voice was husky, quiet, and she could not see a face. He was a shadow
broken away from the shadows, black from top to bottom, arms blending into along coat that rippled in the wind-

"Jesus!" Dacey ydled, patting her chest with a pam. "Jesus, you fresk, you damn near scared us to death." She
grabbed Charleen's am, pulled her close as she began waking Again, dmost sideways this time. "What the hdl you
want?'

The man didn't answer.

He stood there in the street, and he didn't say aword.

"C'mon, Char," Dacey muttered disgustedly. "Guys like this are the reason | want to get outta this place She
tugged, and frowned. "Char?'

Charleen couldn't move, couldn't speak. She pointed in-stead.

"What?' Dacey said impatiently. "Damnit, Char, come on. We got—"

Fog.

At the man's feet fog billowed as if it were spilling from under his coat. It swirled around his shoes and did across
the blacktop and rose in amal puffs the wind could not move. It reached the gutters on either side and began to dimb
onto the sidewalks, low and thin, growing higher and thicker.

And the man did not move.

Her nose wrinkled; under the salt ar and the city she thought she smelled something familiar, but couldn't put a
name to it.

Dacey tugged at her again, desperately now. "Come on, Char, we gotta run." When her hand lost its grip, Dacey
stared at her friend, looked at the fog that was chest-high now and filling the street from empty lot to houses ... and
she ran. Cdling over her shoulder. Cdling. Then screaming for help.

Charleen refused to believe what she saw, but the sight of it had immobilized her, kept her virtualy pardyzed until
Dacey's fading screams findly jerked her awake, an eectric shock up her spine that momentarily confused her as to
which way she should run.

It didn't make any difference.

Forward or back, it was al the same distance.

Thefog rose and fell, an ocean of its own.

She couldn't see the man, and & last she began to move. But there were too many places to look—ahead, behind,
this side, that side—and she tripped over her own ankle, stumbled a few steps, and fell. She caught hersdf before her
knees hit the pavement, an awkward hands-and-feet crawl before she was able to stand again.

Surrounded by the fog.



The distant lights blurred and indistinct.

No sound but her own breathing.

This way, she thought as she walked faster, not daring to run in case she fdl again; this way, it's this way.

Cold, damp, the fog dlipped under her scarf, between the buttons of her coat, under its hem and up her legs.

"Dace?' shecalled. "Dacey?"'

"Too late," aquiet voice whispered in her ear.

Dacey's screams turned to shrieks as she broke out of the fog, her hands ill sweeping the ar in front of her. She
raced to the corner and fdl against a telephone pole, hugging it with one arm while she tried to find a breath, sweat in
her eyes while she tried to find someone for help. Saw a uniformed cop leaving the bar across the way, and heedless of
the traf-fic ran into the street, calling him, begging him not to stand there, but help her.

He met her halfway, grabbed her around the waist, and tried to cdm her down.

"Thekiller," she gasped.

"Where?"

"There, in the fog." And she pointed.

The fog was gone.

The block was empty, and dark, while a candy wrapper danced ahead of the wind.

"Oh, God, there," she whispered. "He was there. And my friend."

The cop, till holding her up, moved cautiously across the intersection, stopped when they reached the other side.
"Where?' he asked.

Dacey could barely stand, could barely breathe, her hand shaking as she tried to point before it fdl weakly to her
side. "It was there," she said. Swallowed. "He was there."

The cop shook his head, clearly not sure if she was truly terrified, or if she was just another drunk escaped from a
casino. He amogt told her to wait, he would have a look him-sdf, when a car turned the far corner into the street, its
head-lamps bright, and he saw it:

The dark bundle sprawled in the gutter.

Dacey moaned, and crumpled slowly to her knees.

The driver must have seen the body, too, because the car abruptly sped up, fishtailing a few feet before it charged
the intersection, where the cop drew his weapon and held up his hand. When the vehicle stopped, angled toward the
corner sorm drain, he hurried over to the driver, pointed to Dacey, and said, "Watch her. You got a cdl phone? Cdl
a11"

Using the tiny radio pinned to his shoulder, he contacted his precinct as he ran up the middle of the street, half
turn-ing when he heard footsteps, snapping out a hand and miss-ing when Dacey raced past him.

"Hey!" he called. "Hey, lady, come on, you can't—"

Dacey ignored him. She didn't want to see, and she had to see, because maybe it wasn't Charleen at dl, maybe it
was just some dumbass drunk taking a post-midnight nap.

Closer, and she slowed when she saw the neon blue scarf.
Closer, and she stopped, turned, and dropped, and vomited into the street.

"Jesus Lord," the cop whispered. "Jesus, where the hdll's her throat?"



IR

16-17 February

T

wo days after Valentine's Day; no clouds, and the tem-perature couldn't make up its mind whether it was spring or
il winter.

Everyone had left, and Proctor wandered.

He poked into the offices, the storerooms, walked around the dining room table a couple of times, stood behind the
couch that served as a divider between dining room and liv-ing room, and snapped his fingers unconsciously as he
stared at the long window opposite him. Distant lights, lightly hazed, from buildings on the other side of the Hudson
River; blink-ing lights from an arliner on its way into LaGuardia; and the pane itsdlf, like black ice.

If he walked over to it, he might be able to see the Hud-son itsdlf at the base of the Pdisades, but he didnt; if he
turned right and went into the kitchen, he might be able to make himself a quick supper, but he didn't. Restless, too
many conflicting thoughts demanding his attention, he could only move around the office area of his home, a lost
ghost who hadn't decided if this was where he should do his haunting.

Finaly, annoyed with the sound of his own footsteps and his chronic indecision, he dropped onto the couch and
stared at the telephone that sat on the coffee table. No messages. No one he fdt like caling. No one, he thought
suddenly, he wanted to cdl.

"Damn, Proctor," he whispered, "this is getting alittle much, don't you think?"

Shortly after his return from England, he had met with Paul Browning, a young man with a goatee that didn't meke
him look any older, a serious demeanor severely undercut by the constant laughter in large pale blue eyes. For hours
they dis-cussed the possible meaning of Ellen Proctor's brief outburst until they'd drifted from the solemn to the
ridiculous and ended up sounding like a comic's routine.

"What it boils down to is" Browning had findly said in admitted, frustrated defeat, "I don't think well get any
fur-ther until you find out what the hell happened to her that night."

"WEe've been over that before, Paul. No one knows but Mom ... and Dad.”
"Well, damnit, go over it again until you do find out.”

Proctor had sighed as he rubbed his eyes, nodding as Browning explained the tape and audio setup he'd ordered
in-stalled in Ellen's room.

"Maybe," the doctor said, "well at least find out what the hdl 'tiger's eye’ means."
Since then, nothing.

But the phrase was persistent; it ran through his mind on an endless loop because he knew, he just knew he had
heard it before.

"Shit," he muttered and fell back, propped his hedl on the table and stared at the celling. "Damn."

And after Lana had told him about the Blaines, he'd at-tempted to contact Taylor. No one had answered. Every haf
an hour, then every ten minutes, but no one had answered the old man's phone.

Three days, and nothing.

He was worried. On the trip back, Blaine had tried to remain cheerful, upbeat, but the closer they grew to New York,
the more withdrawn he became—thinking about the photo-graph of his daughter he had been so sure he had seen, but
had only seen once, because the next time held looked in the dbum, the photograph was gone. The same dbum he
held on his lap dl the way back; the abum he tucked under his am as he said his good-byes and climbed into a



waiting limou-sine. Leaving Proctor to make his way back to Jersey aone.

Aside from what had initidly looked to him like a wild-goose chase, it had been a curious trip in other ways. One
that had nearly gotten him killed, a situation that had become dl too familiar over the past few months.

He had suspected it before; he was positive of it now— someone wanted him driven off; failing that—dead.

And the maddening part about it was, he didn't know why.

If he were a card-carrying member of the Everything Is A Conspiracy Gang, he could easily believe that dl this had
to do with the missing Celeste Blaine. That there was a vast net-work of people across the country, and now maybe
the world, which was determined to prevent him from finding the woman.

But for God's sake, he was only an investigator. A man who took cases that were ... different. Exposure was his
pri-mary aim—cast a harsh light on the con men and scam artists who fed on their victims gullibility and fears,
vampires who sucked the life out of dreams. Phony ghosts and man-made monsters. Sdlf-proclaimed psychics whose
only abilities were those of afiney tuned magician's. Alien visitations that were anything but literdly out of this world.

Yet onceinawhile ... oncein avery great while ...

He shifted, grunted, told his stomach to stop complaining, and with an effort pushed off the couch and went into
the kitchen. Made a sandwich that he ate while standing at the back door, looking at the moonlight that lay like thin
snow on the lawn.

Blaine; his mother; and someone wanted him dead.

And yesterday he had acall from Frederick.

"We've spoken before about this matter, Mr. Proctor,” he had said without bothering with a greeting. "And your
staff's refusal to permit me access to my own sister's investigation files has proved to be the last straw. Alicia and |
have agreed— Black Oak's services are no longer required. We will mes-senger you a severance check by the end of
the week."

There had been no opportunity for Proctor to either lose his temper or attempt a compromise. As soon as the man
was done, he hung up, and Proctor hadn't been able to reach him again, or get in touch with Taylor.

Onemorenail inthe—
"Oh, Jesus," he whispered in disgust, and threw the rest of the sandwich away.

Sleep. He needed deep. A chance to let his subconscious do some of the work. Then tomorrow he would put
every-thing in order. Set the priorities. Concentrate.

A promise he'd been making himself for amost amonth.

For thefirst time since his return, the dream reappeared:

an obsidian plain, an obsidian castle, guards in black, black pennants, black fire;

at the castle gate a solid black dragon whose gold breast scales were in the shape of awoman's face;
winged creatures as black as the starless sky above, pac-ing him overhead;

avoice neither man's nor woman's, whispering behind him, but he can't understand the words, and then he looks
back, there's nothing there but the plain;

the last time he'd dreamt this he'd known something had changed; this time he thought he knew what it was—the
guards are moving, the dragon has spread its massive wings and is ready to fly, and something large has appeared on
the far hori-zon.

he doesn't know what it is, but it's moving.

Midmorning, and the thaw returned.

After being chased out of the offices, turned down when he offered to help Taz with his Jeep, and finding himself



pac-ing again, unable to focus, he forced himsdlf into the wing-back, scooted it closer to the coffee table, and made
another attempt to contact Taylor Blaine. When the man's bodyguard and confidante answered, he was so relieved he
nearly laughed aoud.

"Vivian," he said, "you don't know how good it is to hear your voice."

"Proctor," she answered dryly, "you don't know how thrilled | am to hear that."

He did laugh then, and relaxed. Vivian Chambers was one of those who had learned that every once in a while
monsters weren't entirely fairy-tae ogres. "Lana told me about Fred-erick's visit. I'm worried about Mr. Blaine."

"Soaml."
"Canyoufill mein?'

"Nothing to fill in. He took that English trip redly hard. He mopes around here dl day, doesn't eat right, won't tend
to business—"

"I know about that part."

"—and whenever | try to get him going, he threatens to fire me" He heard the anger, and the distress. "I think the
only reason he hasn't is because that little bastard's pushing for it, too."

He didn't have to ask. "He called yesterday. Told me he's fired the firm."
There was asilence, afaint static crackling on the line.
"He... what?'

"Fired me Vivian. Frederick's fired me" He sat up, frown-ing. "Wait a minute, wait a minute. Are you teling me
Taylor doesn't know?"

"He doesn't know much of anything these days. He's let-ting the twins run it dl, and | think he's about ready to sign
some power-of-attorney papers so he doesn't have to ded with any of it anymore.”

"Damn." He looked around the room, needing something to focus on. He stared at the hanging brass lamp over the
din-ing room table. As he watched, it swayed dightly, though he fdt no draft. "Tel him, Vivian. Tel him, maybe that'll
snap him out of it."

"Oritll kill him."

He stood, he sat, he punched the ar with his free hand. "Vivian, | need your help here."

A quiet laugh. "Take avacation."

Heblinked. "A ... what?'

"l have seen you, you know, since you've been back. And Lanatalks to me You're acting just like Taylor, only you
make a bigger production of it. Go away for a day or two, come back, save the world or something.”

"Not funny."

She laughed. "Sorry. | know it isn't. But it's true anyway." She laughed again.

He made aface at the receiver. "L ook—"

"Hey, you wanted my help, right? Look, I'm sorry about your mother, and | know what you're thinking about being a
target, and you're worried about Taylor, but how the hdl can you do anything about anything when you can't even

think straight?"

He blinked again, and the ghost of a smile. For a moment there she sounded just like his mother. The way his mother
used to be.

Her voice softened. "Proctor, you remember you once told me that dumb definition of confusion? So hea yourself
firg, or you're no use to anyone. | need your help, too, Proctor. I'm watching Taylor killing himsdf and losing



everything he worked for bit by hit. And if Frederick and Alicia have their way, | won't be around long to protect him."

"But there's no time to take—"

"Oh, Proctor, for God's sake," and she hung up.

He dropped the receiver onto its cradle and pushed the chair back into its place. A hand brushed through dark
sandy hair; the other tapped a rhythm on his leg. He stared at the lamp; he stared at the telephone; he knew people
had entered and Ieft the room, but he paid them no attention.

Tired, he thought suddenly; I'm so damn tired | can hardly breathe.

Maybe avisit to Mom, there might be a change, maybe a visit to Mom ...

But he didn't move.

Out on the deck, Lana cupped her hands around her eyes and peered into the living room. Proctor was ill in his
chair; he'd barely moved for over an hour. Sheld spoken to him once, but hed only grunted, shrugged, and she knew
he hadn't heard aword she'd said.

"| assume he's till alive?”

Doc Falcon leaned back against the railing, arms folded loosely over his chest.

"Barely," she answered, turning away from the window. She stood beside him, listening to the last of the mdting
snow trickling through the rocks toward the river below. There were hazy clouds in the distance; sunlight glared off
the Hudson and the windows in the buildings on the opposite bank.

"Doc, I'm worried about him."

Facon lowered his arms, turned to face the river. "We dl are, Lana."

She slapped the railing in frustration. "He's driving us dl crazy. Even you."

He raised an eyebrow. "How can you tell?

She grinned. "Y our tieis crooked.”

His hand was halfway to his throat before he caught him-sdf and smiled. It didn't last long; she was lucky he had
smiled at dl.

"Doc?'

"I admit, he's not himself these days."

"Not himsaf? Hdl, dl you have to do is look a him to know he's not eating or getting any sleep. Hdf the time he's
with his mother, the rest of the time he's prowling around here like some kind of ghost. He's not taking care of
busi-ness, Doc. Now that were off the Blaine thing, weve got to do something, or well be right back where we were
before Blaine showed up."

She didn't have to explain; times had not been very good.

Unless something was done, she reminded him, times were going to get an awful lot worse. They had hired Eriko
Nagai to help out with R, Proctor had promised RJ the firm would pay for her education; Lana had aline on anew man
to re-place Sloan Delany; and she'd just upgraded dl the equip-ment the firm owned. Until the contacts Blaine had
provided began to bear fruit, without the Blaine money ...

"] don't want to be here when the roof fallsin, Doc."”

Her tone made him look a her suspiciously. "I bdieve | am about to regret this question, but... what do you
sug-gest?"

Lana turned quickly and smiled. "Funny you should say that, Doc. Vivian and RJ and | have been talking."

"Without me? Without Paul ?"



Lana patted his am. "No offense, Doc, but you'd want to take him to an opera or something, and Taz would want to
take him out to get drunk." She laughed. "WEell, maybe not, he's too scared of him. But that would be his plan.”

"And you, of course, have a better one."

Her dark eyes nearly vanished, her smile was so broad. "I don't know if it's better, but itll be alot more fun.”
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M

ischa Acmarov did not consider himsdf an artistic ge-nius, but he didn't think he was a hack, either. He didn't write
jingles or ditties, he wrote tunes. Melodies. Lyrics. His goal was to write songs people would hum long after the music
had ended. And he wanted to make enough money doing it so he didn't have to take jobs like this just to sur-vive.

Although, he thought as he pushed a broom across the re-hearsal room's worn hardwood floor, as temporary jobs
go, this was probably the best he'd ever had. Up in New Yok he had washed dishes, waited tables, driven a cab,
walked dogs, and had once hired himsdf out to birthday and anniversary parties, where guests would give him lines
and he would turn them into songs.

He damn near starved.

Then his cousin, Suze, cdled from Atlantic City to tell him she had heard through the grapevine about this job at
the hotel where she worked.

"We're not talking rocket science here, Mike. All you have to do is sweep up once in a while in the rehearsal hall,
make sure nobody goes sneaking around the dressing rooms, keep the place warm, stuff like that."

It was, as he had discovered, alittle more complicated than that, but dl in dl it wasn't bad.

The hal wasn't really ahall, just alarge, low-ceiling, heavily soundproofed room one floor below the casino. Much
of it was taken by a low bare-bones stage the same size as the one in the Sea Cruise Theater on the Gdlery, no
cur-tains, no sets. So he swept, kept the stage floor dry so the girls wouldn't dip, made sure there were folding chairs
avail-able for the director and his staff and whatever visitors there were, and kept the coffee urn full and coffee hot. A
few other things, nothing terrible.

The pay sucked, but the musical director let him work on the piano that sat beside the stage when the hal wasn't in
use; it gave him a great chance to meet showgirls—who ad-mittedly didn't pay much attention to him; and it had
allowed him to write. The revue's last director, in fact, had actually put one of his songs in the show. It wasn't a lot of
money, and not alot of people heard what he had written, but it was a start. It was definitely a start.

Best of dl, it adlowed him to keep an eye on Dacey Lo-getta.

He smiled a the image of her that seemed constantly with him as he pushed the floor's debris up to the wheeled
trash can. He propped the broom against the wal beside the door that led to the showgirls' dressing room, took out a
dustpan and brush, and knelt to sweep the dirt up.

Hed met her in just this position as she'd arrived for a matinee performance. She'd looked down a him, her face
winter-flushed, her topcoat open, and said, "Hey, you're new, huh? Cute." He could only nod stupidly a those legs,
that chest, that amazing tumble of red hair that disappeared when the doors did shut.

He didn't even mind the "cute" remark.

His black hair was curly, eyebrows thick, eyes big and blue, lips a little full, and his face dightly pale and unlined.
"Pretty" was what he'd been cdled since a child, and "pretty"—not to mention "cute," "cuddly,” and "you remind me
of my brother"—had followed him, and cursed him, dl his life

But on that day he hadn't minded.

On that day he decided Dacey Logetta would be his lady if it took him the rest of his natural born life,

"Mike, youre ajerk,” Suze had told him.

"Mischa," he'd corrected sullenly.



"For crying out loud, Mike, we're in America, remember? And Dacey cals everybody cute.”
"Mischa," he'd insisted.
"Whatever."

What Suze didn't understand was how he fdt every time Dacey showed up, either for rehearsal or a performance. A
kind of flutter in his stomach, an increase in his pulse, and what had to be a truly stupid grin slapped across his mouth.
He had contrived a number of meetings since that first time— from a nod to a hello to tak about the weather and the
show she was in; first names, afew jokes, a bashful nod when she'd said "Y ou wrote that?' He certainly didn't have to
fake con-cern when her friend Charleen had been murdered. In fact, it doubled his determination to get close to her,
protect her. And she seemed to appreciate it, once even asking him to wait under the lifeboat portico with her until the
security guy ar-rived to escort her home.

"Progress," he'd told his cousin.

"Yeeh, right. She's scared, Mike. You could be atoad for dl she cares. | don't trust her. She's the one who said they
shouldn't wait for the guard that night, yet everyone's treat-ing her like a victim, for God's sake. Even made her a floor
waitress when she asked so the poor little thing wouldn't have to work nights dl the time."

"Don't talk about her like that, Suze."

"Mike, you're sweet, but you don't see her dl day, the way she acts. She's different than before.” She'd touched his
cheek sadly. "Find someone else, Mike, huh? Do me a favor, find someone else.”

"Like you, right?"

She'd laughed. "Hell, no, I'm a bitch on wheels." She'd jabbed his shoulder playfully. "A bit too much for someone
like you, cuz."

Mischa finished his cleaning, put his gear away, grabbed his windbreaker, and left the hdl. The corridor outside
was narrow and badly lit. Soft sounds. Faint echoes. He hurried to the service elevator down at the end and rode it up
one floor. Bresk time, and he needed to breathe something other than old polish and dust. With a nod to the bellmen at
the rear exit, he pushed through the glass door and waked along the curved drive's concrete apron until he reached
the street. There he leaned against a high concrete obelisk atop of which sat alarge bird on a gleaming gold globe. He
wasn't sure if the bird was supposed to be a seagull or what, but the pi-geons sure liked it. In fact, two of his bellmen
buddies, Sd and Patrick, spent half their time chasing the winged rats away from this one and its twin on the other
side.

The afternoon was clear and sharp, not very cold, and he could smdl the sweet scent of the ocean in the deep
breaths he took. After fighting with the constant breeze, he managed to light a cigarette, took a deep drag, and
wondered what he should do next.

Suze had been right about one thing—Dacey had changed, and he was worried.

Far south of the Lighthouse, Murray Cobb stepped out of the Claridge, sniffed loudly and suddenly, grabbed a
hand-kerchief from his pocket, and slapped it to his nose a split second before the sneeze erupted.

Pneumonia, he figured, would be about right just about now, a humbling illness in case he began to fed too good.

Murray believed, in a cautious distant fashion, in signs and portents, and since he had arrived yesterday afternoon,
he'd been signed and portended haf to death:

His one-night room had been accidentally booked to some-one else, and the desk clerk, in compensation, had given
him two extra nights, for free; his egg-and-bacon breakfast had had something disgusting in it, nobody even wanted to
guess what it was, so his meds for his entire stay were now on the hotel; he waked into the casino—so much smaler
than any of the others because the hotel was high and narrow rather than high and wide, had fussed and muttered for
a couple of hours around the roulette table, and now there was twelve thousand dallars in the hotel safe, another
one-and-a-half in his pockets.

What it dl meant was, maybe today he would discover who had killed his best friend.
And if he didn't, he had enough money now to keep coming back, to keep pestering that nice lieutenant to make

sure she didn't overlook anything. Pestering in the nicest way pos-sible, he reminded himsdf as he headed for the
boardwalk haf a block away. She was anice lady, had a good head on her shoulders, and knew as wel as he that these



murders— five of them now—weren't going to be solved overnight.
Or without one hell of a stroke of luck.

It didn't bother him that she did her best not to cringe each time he walked into the precinct house. He had fdt the
same way any number of times in his career with well-meaning am-ateurs, and had done his best over the past three
weeks to keep his questions and suggestions short and to the point. She appreciated that, he was sure.

The trouble was, no one else would talk to him.

Two of the victims had been from out of state, so he couldn't have a word with their families; two lived in
miles-apart sections of the metro city area and their kin wouldn't even let him in the door; the last one was a homeless,
name-less woman. No good to him at al. Except he had grown con-vinced that this killer, this anima, made no
conscious connection among his prey—he stalked and attacked purely a random, a suggestion the nice lieutenant
hadn't taken with much good grace.

Hard to pin down a murderer when he left no clues, and there was no connection between his victims except their
being in Atlantic City.

Tough job.

He picked up a hot dog from a sandwich shop, took it to the railing, and watched the tide dide back out to sea as he
ate.

Fred, he thought, I'm doing my best here, but you know how it is. Old man, former cop, can't get it out of his blood,
they pat you on the head and show you the door. What | don't get is, how that guy got away so fast. I'm getting old,
but I'm not getting deaf. | didn't hear him, didn't hear you—how the hell did he do it?

The sun began to set. The hotels' shadows began to ripple over the sand toward the water; as the waves broke,
their crests took on colors. The temperature began to skid, and the breeze died abruptly. A flurry of pedestrians moved
up and down the boards, their voices high and brittle, their footsteps cracking like whips.

"Bah," he muttered when no inspiration struck, and a curse when a series of sharp sneezes caught him unprepared.
He decided it was better he stay inside tonight. Test the whedl again, maybe, or maybe make a few phone cals, see
what was happening, see if anyone had learned anything new.

Or gt in his room, take off his shoes, pour himsdf alit-tle rum, and try to figure out how that mongter, that killer, that
inhuman son of a bitch had done what he'd done to Fred without making a sound.

Several hours past sunset the breeze died again.
So did the city.

It was as if, without warning, dl the clocks had jumped to a hour or more past midnight. Except for an infrequent
patrol car, no vehicles moved on the streets, or on the expressway that brought tourists in from other parts of the
state, from other states. No one walked. No animals prowled. Shades, blinds, curtains, drapes were drawn. The smdl
arport was de-serted. Bars and taverns were practically empty.

A moment when it seemed asif not even the waves moved.

Suze Acmarov concentrated on the Lighthouse beacon as she trotted northward aong the boardwalk. Sheld been
down at the Showboat to have dinner with a guy who at the last minute decided he was going to stay where he was a
while longer and told her it wasn't dl that far, she didn't need aride, and it was, for crying out loud, cold out there and
he didn't have a coat.

She didn't think he understood when she tipped her water glass into his lap.

Sll, he was right—it wasn't that far. And except for her breathing, her shoes on the boards, it was so quiet she'd be
able to hear afeather sneaking up on her.

Mischa would kill her if he ever found out, though. And he would find out, she knew it. Although they were only
cousins, they looked and thought enough dike that people often mistook them for twins. They might as wel have
been. One look at his face, and she knew what was going on in-side; he could do the same. From each other they had
very few secrets.



She ran easlly, settling into a comfortable jog, glad that she hadn't worn a dress, that despite the season she hadn't
worn along coat. Just a couple of minutes and she'd be there, hardly even out of breath.

She smiled to hersalf.

She concentrated on the light.

She developed amenta script that would, with righteous indignation, explain to one of her felow dancers why that
dancer's brother was a swine, scum, disgusting, and not de-serving to live one second longer, and why Suze had ever
agreed to ablind date with him was beyond mortd compre-hension. She had just gotten to the point of adding grand
ges-tures to the monologue, when she saw what looked like smoke or steam rising between boardwalk cracks up ahead
and to her right.

A fire? she wondered, and looked behind her as if hoping someone else had seen it as well.

Immediately she wished she hadn't.

There was no one there. As far as she could see, there wasn't a single person on the boardwak but her. Nothing
back there but empty boards and empty patches of pae light.

Suddenly the Lighthouse was too far away.

As she passed the spot where the smoke rose from below, she watched it, dowing, redized it wasn't smoke but
thick migt, amost like spring fog. That didn't make any sense, but she wasn't about to investigate. A hundred yards or
so and she'd be inside.

A few paces farther on, she checked it again—thicker now, twisting around itself sowly, tendrils curling along the
boards like, she thought, the feders of a plant seeking new places to root.

A shrug, aglance at her watch to tell her she'd make it to the dressing room with only a couple of minutes to spare,
and she lengthened her stride, wincing a a stitch that grew in her side. She rubbed it absently, watched the
Lighthouse's curved white facade resolve itsaf into windows and balconies high above her. Blinked and grinned when
the white beam abruptly turned blue.

Looked back just for the heck of it... and saw him.

The migt was Hill there, sweeping across the boardwalk, spilling down into a side street on one side, to the sand on
the other. He stood in the middle of it, a solid black form, only a hint of pale where his face should have been.

Watching her; she knew he was watching her.

Oh, my God, oh, my God, she thought, and amost tripped. The stumble sent her closer to the railing, and she nearly
stum-bled again when she swerved sharply back toward the hotel.

The night breeze returned, brought with it an amplified thunder of the surf; but it didn't touch the mist.

Oh, God; and she tried to sprint for the doors, the awning above them stretching out of the shadows. She could see
dark figures in there, people walking around the lobby; she could see behind her that man coming after her. Swiftly,
without running; the mist dragging behind him, sliding over his shoul-ders, billowing low and fast after her.

She heard his footsteps—hard heels waking, yet he moved faster than she did.

Oh, God, no; less than fifty yards when the first of the mist caught up to her. Less than thirty when she could hear
him laughing softly. Less than twenty when a hand grabbed her shoulder.

She shrieked and spun wildly away from the grip, running backward, then forward and straight at the doors.
Screaming for help. The migt rising dong her legs, freezing them, stiff-ening them, and she flailed at it—freezing her
hands, stiffen-ing her fingers.

A low and husky voice whispered, "Too late," just as she reached the nearest glass door, pressed against it,
pounding it with her fists, screaming while the people inside ignored her, couldn't see or hear her.

"Too late."

Helaughed again.



And the door shattered inward, and she fel into the lobby, glass dicing through her hands as she scrambled across
the marble floor. Screaming. Looking back to watch the mist fill the door without coming in.

Screaming until strong hands grabbed her, stopped her, and a rasping voice told her it was dl right, there was no
one out there, take it easy, miss, take it easy, you're dl right.

But there was blood on her hands and the front of her coat, and when she held up a trembling pam, the man dipped
into his coat pocket and pulled out a handkerchief, snapped it open, and wrapped the hand while he spoke—a rough
voice but soft and caming, until she thought she could breathe without screaming again.

An arm around her shoulder, voices in the background.

"Quite anight," he said, staring at the boardwalk. He nod-ded. "They're getting a doctor, you'll be just fine, you're
young, you'll live." He smiled. "Cobb. Murray Cobb. When you're fedling better, maybe well talk."
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18 February

P

roctor sat in his chair, legs crossed, hands gripping the carved wooden ends of the armrests. Although sunlight
filled the room, colors bright, glass glittering, he couldn't help fedling as if he were in an old cop movie, the innocent
sus-pect forced into achair with a hooded light amed at his eyes. He was fedling put-upon, ganged up on, hijacked,
shanghaied, and generaly the object of an unexpected mutiny.

"No," he said.

Lana sat in the middle of the couch. RJ, her long blond hair formed into a single, lethal-looking braid was on her
right, and Eriko Nagai, the newest member of the firm, on her left— looking, Proctor noted with reluctant amusement,
both excited and terrified, unsure how she was supposed to react when everyone seemed to be ganging up on the
boss.

Taz and Doc stood behind the couch. Doc, as aways, gave nothing away in his expression; Taz, as aways, wanted
to look stern and failed miserably. A valiant try, Proctor thought, and fought a smile away from his lips.

"You have no choice," Lanatold him. She pointed at afolder on the coffee table. "Your reservations are right there
and paid for. Taz and Doc will be with you. Taz was good enough to offer his Jeep as transportation, but | want you dl
back dive, so I've hired a car to take you down."

"No," he repeated.

"The car will be here tomorrow at ten. You will arrive a the Lighthouse Hotel sometime between one and two,
depending on traffic on the Parkway. There are dinner reserva-tions for Saturday night. There's some kind of package
gift waiting for you at check-in. Twenty-five bucks worth of chips, coupons, things like that."

He shook his head. "We're not communicating, Lana. | said no. | meant no."

Lana shook her head right back at him. "No, Proctor, it's you who's not listening." She looked to the others. "You're
not doing anyone here the least hit of good the way you are now." A hand up to prevent him from interrupting. "You
look like hell, | can tell from the fridge that you haven't eaten any-thing decent in days, and Eri here probably thinks
you're some kind of drug addict."

The young woman's dready large black eyes widened abruptly, and she looked in mild panic from Lana to him
be-fore clasping her hands in her Iap and lowering her head so she wouldn't have to look at anyone.

"It's called overload," Doc said, absently fussing the per-fectly folded maroon handkerchief in his suit jacket's
breast pocket. "Everything is important to you. You try to concen-trate on them dl simultaneously. As a result, you're
over-loading your circuits, and you undoubtedly don't even know it."

Lana nodded sharply.

Taz nodded solemnly.

RJ and Eriko showed no reaction at al.

Proctor scowled, but said nothing, because he knew they were right. Which angered him because he ought to know
bet-ter. In fact, he did know better, but for some reason was help-less to do anything about it. Even worse, he had

been too dense to redize how it had affected the others.

Doc seemed to read his mind. "Mrs. Proctor," he said matter-of-factly. "There is an emotional link there you cannot
and should not bresk, and her apparent breakthrough has caught you completely unprepared. Dr. Browning hasn't
fig-ured it out yet, so you've taken it upon yourself to do his work for him. Plus, the unfortunate situation with Mr.
Blaine" He lifted a hand asif to say the resolution is obvious. "You need away to clear your head."



"And the answer," Proctor said skeptically, "is aweekend in Atlantic City?"

"Sure, Boss," said Taz eagerly. "We hang out, gamble, look at dl the women—" He stopped and winced, as if
waiting for Lanato chew him out. "Well, you know what | mean. Like, no work, you know? Who knows, you may even
get 1—" He cut himsdf off again, winced again, and waved a hand to tell him never mind, he was going to shut up
now.

"I don't know," Proctor said, suddenly uncertain.

"Eri," Lanasaid.

Eriko reached around the end of the couch and dragged a cardboard box to her feet. After pushing a lock of black
hair behind one ear, she lifted the box to the coffee table and opened it, reached in and pulled out a handful of

envelopes, some of them open, most not.

"Your cases," Lanatold him. "Since you've been back, you haven't paid attention to a single one. Not even that guy
in Arizona with the dien cactus."

Eriko blinked. "The what?"

Lana patted her knee and smiled. "Later, dear. It's ... dif-ficult to explain." She dropped the envelopes back into the
box, dusted her padms against each other. "Proctor, were dl aware of the problems. We can't redly know how you're
fed-ing about Mrs. Proctor, but we know that unless you shake yourself up, you're not doing her any good, either.
So... you're going, whether you want to or not."

Again, there was a touch of mild irritation, a how-dare-you feding that swiftly transformed itself into guilt. They
wanted him back to normd; he wanted back to normd, and maybe they were right. Maybe this would be a good thing.
He hadn't been a a gaming table in wdl over ayear. Hadn't walked the boardwalk, hadn't visited his old pd, Lucy the
Elephant, down in Margate, hadn't...

Il be damned, he thought. He frowned, rubbed a cheek softly. Il be damned.

He relaxed, and it must have shown because Lana smiled and sat back, pleased but not smug.

"All right," he agreed. "On one condition."

"Sure, Boss," Taz said before Lana could speak.

"Two conditions, actually. One, if you cdl me 'Boss once more, | get to drop you headfirst off the Sted Fier. And
two, RJ, | want you and Eri to go through dl the phone tape tran-scriptions since Mr. Blaine hired us. Every one of
them, you understand?'

"Sure," RJ said. She pursed her lips, closed one eye. "What are we looking for?'

"Tiger'seye," hetold them.

Rdieved and smiling, Lana hustled everyone out of the room, looked pointedly &t the box Eriko had left behind, and
suggested that Proctor make a dent in those letters before he left for Atlantic City.

"They deserve an answer," she told him, "no matter what it is."

He agreed, but didn't move. Taz popped out of the hal afew seconds later, pulling on a windbreaker and muttering
something about taking care of the Jeep. When he wasn't asked to stay, he left, the kitchen door closing just hard
enough to make Proctor lift a corner of his mouth.

Doc remained behind the couch, Unmoving, elegant as usual. Proctor had never asked him where he found the
money for his tailored suits and handmade shirts; he only knew it sure wasn't on the sdary he made at Black Oak.
When the room was quiet again, he shifted forward and clasped his hands between his knees, stared at the carpet for a
moment before looking up.

"What's up?"

Doc turned to the dining room table behind him, opened adark leather briefcase, and pulled out a folded newspaper.
He tossed it over, and Proctor snagged it before it hit the carpet.



It was a copy of the Atlantic City Press.

"Lana," he said dryly, "tends to overlook some things you're going to find out anyway. I've marked the stories |
think bear noticing.”

There were two: the first warned the Absecon Isand com-munity to batten down, the winter sorm forecast for the
weekend was going to be a dammer. Larger than origindly be-lieved, picking up strength as it moved dowly toward
the coast.

"Great," Proctor said. "All that way and I'll be stuck in the hotel."

Doc raised an eyebrow. "It's the middle of February. Were you planning on strolling along the beach, getting some
tan, ogling girlsin bikinis?"

Proctor gave him alook, and Doc cleared his throat, smoothed his perfectly smooth tie.

The second story, more a haranguing editorial than a re-porting, wanted to know why the police hadn't yet caught
the savage murderer who had been stalking the community since the beginning of the year. Seven deaths and not a
single clue. Seven brutal, vicious deaths, and not even a suspect. Atlantic City cowered in fear. When were the police
going to catch this seaside monster?

There were no pictures of the victims as they'd been found, and no follow-ups with witnesses, because there hadn't
been any.

There was, in an accompanying article, only the usual "no comment on the investigation, were pursuing al leads,”
from the police spokesman.

On the op-ed page he read the headline of the main edi-torial, read it again, and closed his eyes briefly.
"Yes," said Doc quietly.
Finaly Proctor folded the newspaper and tossed it onto the coffee table. He sat back and crossed his legs. He

looked at the ceiling while one finger tapped the armrest. He uncrossed his legs and said, "For God's sake, Doc ... they
think it's Jack the Ripper?"
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he wind reached the city long before the storm. It lifted the waves and shattered the crests and blew spray and foam
nearly as far as the boardwalk. There were il stars, but they had begun to dim as the storm's thin outer edge moved
up the coast; there was till cold, but the tem-perature, despite sunset, had begun to rise, creating pockets of mist
around the idand, pockets of mist in the aleys. The rain would come later.

Reno Baron stepped out of his office and fel instantly into his role—the tal, tan, silver-haired, white-tooth smiling
gen-tleman of extreme gambling leisure who never was too busy to tak to anyone who visited the hotel he ran.

And they did talk to him.
God Almighty, how they talked to him.

The dots are too loose, the dots are too tight; the dealers are too glib and unsympathetic, the croupiers aren't any
fun and are unsympathetic; a pit boss was insulting, a waitress spit in my food, the bellhop made lewd suggestions,
my reg-istration has been lost so what are you going to do to make it right; I've won fifty dallars, aren't you going to
comp mearoom?; there's alittle boy running wild in the casino, caus-ing dl kinds of trouble, the food's too cold, the
food's too expensive, don't you know that in Las Vegas you can get a decent steak for a couple of bucks?

Reno Baron, who would rather die than tell anyone his red name, had been hired because he was a genius a
handling problems that would drive a lesser man insane. He genuinely liked most who stayed here, either for the day or
aweekend, and there was no such thing as a frivolous or unsolvable prob-lem.

He wasn't stupid. He knew full wel that the Lighthouse wasn't the Boardwalk's prime attraction when it came to
glit-ter and pizzazz, or big name performers, so he staked its rep-utation on the services it provided—the friendliness of
the staff, and the constant availability and visibility of the man-agement.

Which, in thelong run, usually meant him.

It was his idea to take over the fourth floor for his em-ployees; it was his idea to provide a professionaly staffed
day-care center for not only the guests, but for the employ-ees as well; it was his idea never to wear a tuxedo like
sev-eral of the other casino managers did, because that intimidated some guests and made him appear aloof; and it was
his idea to provide two armed guards to wak his people home every night at various scheduled times, and because of
his failure to implement this earlier, he had paid for Charleen Caj€'s fu-neral out of his own pocket.

He was aso the one who closed down the Barnegat Light, perhaps his only professional setback.

The Barnegat was alarge, glass-walled room just below the beacon, an expensive surf-'n'-turf restaurant with a great
view of the city, the Boardwalk, and the sea. From late spring to early fdl, diners could have cocktails on the wide
balcony that ran the width of the rounded facade. But it didn't do very well. It didn't rotate, it was too vulnerable to the
buffeting of storms barreling in from the Atlantic, and even Baron admit-ted the food wasn't worth either the price or
the sights. It was findly closed down not long into its third year. Every so often, however, he would take someone
influential up for the im-pressive panorama; every so often, a staff member brought a partner up not for the view a dl;
every so often, apair of guests found their way up.

The Lighthouse wasn't Atlantic City's most famous casino, or even near the top in terms of profit. But pound for
pound, guest by guest, it had been, since its opening, making a for-tune.

The owners loved Reno, and Reno loved his job. Even when he had to kick alittle ass once in awhile.

He made his way to the lobby, an expansive sweep of mar-ble and Spanish tile designed to evoke a cdm, sealike
at-mosphere without having to hang plaster fish and phony three-masters on the walls. The row of five glass double
doors alowed an unobstructed view of the beach and the ocean; di-rectly opposite them, companion doors framed in
walnut and elaborately etched to make looking out, or in, something of a chore, opened onto the main casino floor one
broad step down. Along the right-hand wal was the registration desk— long, mahogany, the clerks dressed in



admirdty costume and looking, by contrast, alot more important than he.

He stopped at the counter's end and leaned on it. The four clerks on duty knew he was there, and knew that before
any of them dared recognize his presence, their current work had better be done first.

Reno was very patient.

Eventually one of the women closed afile and walked over, curly blonde hair, dark eye shadow, a touch of lipstick.
Her figure was enough to give her outfit a challenge, another Reno idea—made the men reluctant to leave, dictate a
lasting subconscious memo to get back here as soon as they can, who knows, they may get lucky.

"Good evening, Mr. Baron," she said.

He nodded. "Greta, how are things?' His voice, like his clothes, was carefully chosen to the greatest effect. Not too
deep, not too imposing.

"Quiet, Sir."
"What about him?"

In the center of the lobby was a replica of Copenhagen's Little Mermaid, the centerpiece of a wide marble fountain
with a scalloped rim. Encircling it was a padded bench, the only seating the lobby offered. Tonight, an old man sat
there, ablack Russian hat beside him, salt-and-pepper topcoat un-buttoned. He came in two or three times a week. He
bothered no one, spoke to no one; he just sat there and stared at the doors. As if waiting.

"The usual," Greta answered, keeping her voice low.

Reno didn't know what to make of him. The other casi-nos generdly tossed him out after a couple of hours, or so
the grapevine said. Yet the old guy didn't bother anyone, caused no trouble, and especially since it was so damn cold
outside, Reno didn't see the point of throwing him out. Thanks to Greta, he also knew that the old guy was a friend of
the Ripper's first victim. Not to mention the help he'd given that Acmarov woman two weeks ago.

Maybe, Reno thought, he was waiting for a ghost.

"Dacey Logettain yet tonight?"

Greta tapped a keyboard, scanned atermind. "l don't think so, no."
"Send her to me when she is. If she doesn't comein, cut her last check."

Then he nodded his thanks, patted her hand absently, and waked away. Wide, carpeted promenades ran down
both sides of the casino, wood-framed glass doors here as well, and at least one was open dl day. Spaced aong the
paneled right wall were two alcoves that each held three elevator banks. He glanced into each as he passed, nodding
to the guard who stood against the back wall, his job to make sure only registered guests and their friends and
families used the elevators.

Reno had been in the business along time. He wasn't so stupid not to know that the occasional cdl girl visited his
es-tablishment. That he didnt mind. That was a prearrangement made by the guest, and the guards had been
instructed to use alittle discretion and make no fuss. What he didn't want were streetwalkers. No class, avful dressers,
lousy manners; adis-grace to their profession.

At the end of the North Promenade he turned left toward the back entrance, which opened onto a circular drive that
swept in from Pecific Avenue. A group of bellhops waited just inside the doors, two of them stamping their feet,
blow-ing on their hands. One waved to him, and he waved back as he continued on his way, heading for the South
Promenade, to more shops and three of the hotel's more expensive restaurants. It was time to have a look in, chat with
the dining guests, listen to their praises, note their complaints.

Once that was over, it would probably be around ten. Then he would enter the casino, stroll, listen, chat, take one of
two escalators up to the Galery and the other restaurants, the shops, the snack shop and the lounges and the theater.

That would make it around midnight, and time to start dl over, one more turn around before he went to bed.

He thought of Greta and her jacket and that blouse, and he smiled. When he'd patted her hand, she'd lifted a knuckle
to brush his pdm. So at least, he thought as an ederly cou-ple hustled toward him, he won't be aone for a change.



Then he smiled and said, "Good evening, how may | help you?"

Greta checked her watch and rolled her eyes. "Jeez," she said, "it's not even midnight.”

Beside her, Stu Hockman held up one finger to hush her for a moment, then continued flipping through the names
of the guests held written on 3X5 cards, muttering to himsdf, Closing his eyes every few seconds, either grimacing or
gmil-ing, and opening them again. His nightly routine—an exer-cise to put faces to every name. The guests loved it.
Reno loved it. His paycheck loved it. When he reached the M's, he stopped.

"How'd you do?"

He shook his head as a finger stroked a narrow mustache that would have been in style fifty years ago; today, it
only made his face more like a rodent's. A rodent with thick and curly red hair, and enough freckles to make him look as
if he suffered from the pox.

"I'm off my game," he said regretfully, and squinted at the chandeliers. "Bad vibes here, Gret, redly bad vibes."

She sighed, but not loudly. "Stu, they don't say bad vibes anymore, okay?"

"I don't care what they say, it's still bad vibes."

Another look a her watch. "I'm taking my break." She made for a narrow door in the wall behind her. "I need some
ar." Inside the employees lounge she took a sable coat from her locker, put it on, snuggled her chin into the sinfully
soft fur. "Be back in ten," she said as she rounded the counter.

"Madam," Stu said with a badly faked leer, "your wish ismy command.”

Not in thislife, she thought as she headed for the doors.

"Miss?'

She stopped. It was the old man on the bench; she'd for-gotten he was ill there. "Yes, sir?'

He pointed at the night. "I wouldn't go out there if | were you."

She liked the old guy, even though they'd seldom passed aword. A harmless nut in a silly fur hat. With a chin that
must have been something else when he was young.

"Why not?"
He inhaled dowly, exhaled just as dowly. "If | told you, you wouldn't believe me."

She took a step toward the Boardwalk. "If it's the Ripper you're worried about, I'm just going out for a smoke and
someair. I'll only be at the rail." She smiled. "If you see him, you can save me."

His large eye turned to her, sad eyes, she thought, like a sad and lonely dog. "Then itll be too late, | think."

She wanted to laugh at how glum he sounded, how seri-ous, but that look began to spook her, so she amiled again,
polite this time and distant, and went out. Gasped at the dap of cold air against her face. Ducked her head against the
wind, and cursed when she redized what it would do to her hair.

Too windy for a cigarette, she should have lit up inside, so she waked over to the ral and leaned against it, looked
down, looked out toward the surf, let the cold chill her and revive her, put some color in her cheeks.

Was positive her heart stopped when, from behind her, a hand touched her shoulder and a husky voice said, "Good
evening."

Reno was about to lose his temper.

He had checked the restaurants, the high rallers private rooms, the casino, the closed shops, spoke a few words to
the security guards he encountered, and had been on the down escalator when asmdl man with the worst breath held
ever smelled accosted him and demanded that he personally check the nickel slots because the man was positive hed
been cheated dl night.

The increasingly strained smile hurt Reno's cheeks; the re-fusal of the man to admit that he might be suffering a



redly rotten streak of luck produced acid in his stomach; the know-ing grins of the gamblers close enough to overhear
made him fed like an idiot.

Findly, nearly dizzy from holding his breath, he took the man's am firmly and led him toward the back entrance.
"Mr. Wharton, | believe | have the perfect answer for you."

"Yeah, right,” Abe Wharton said, shaking off the grip but following just the same. "A man can't even have a good
time a the slots anymore, for crying out loud. You people are a bunch of mobsters, you know that? Just a bunch of
mobsters. | oughta write my congressman.”

Ah, Reno thought; so you can write, too? Bravo, you lit-tle shit, bravo.

He laughed heartily. "You must do what you must, Mr. Wharton. But perhaps an evening—" He stepped up and
opened a door, ushered Wharton through, and went straight to Jack Delmonico, the bell captain.

"Mr. Demonico," he said, and beckoned Wharton closer, "Mr. Wharton here has had a bad run, and feds
dlighted.”

"Slighted, my ass. I've been—"

"So if you wouldn't mind preparing the limousine right away, I'd be grateful." He turned to Wharton without waiting
for areply. "Mr. Wharton, the limousine, courtesy of the Light-house, will take you to whatever establishment you
wish. It is yours for the rest of the night. As," he said, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out a wad of bills
that mede Wharton's eyes widen. "Asis..." Reno counted out one thou-sand dollars in hundreds, put it in Wharton's
upturned hand, then smiled and counted out a thousand more. "This."

"Hey," the little man said suspiciously.

"Not to worry," Reno told him smoothly, taking him by the shoulder and leading him to the exit. "This will not be on
your hill, and it is not aloan. Win more, lose it dl, it's dl up to you."

At which point the limousine glided up to the curb-Reno waited until the man was gone before he turned, lost his
smile, and said loudly, "Jesus Chrigt, Jack, what the hell was| in aformer life to deserve someone like that?"

"My old man," Delmonico answered dryly.

Reno faked a gmile as he passed. "Very funny, Jack, very funny. And if the driver cals with a complaint, I'm dead, dl
right? That man's breath killed me."

Leaving the bdl captain's laughter behind him, he hurried to the lobby, veered over to the front desk, where he
leaned an elbow on the counter's end and said to Hockman, "I'm having a bad night, Stuart. Tel me we're making lots
of money."

"Yes, gr, weare."

"Good. And problems?”

"None, sir, none."

He nodded his pleasure and looked down the length of the registration desk. Frowned. "Greta?"

"Break," Stu told him. Nodded toward the entrance. "Smoke."

"Ah. Good." He stifled a yawn, rubbed an eye with a knuckle, and said, "Mr. Hockman, do you envy my position?"

"Honestly, sir?"

Reno nodded.

"Ain't enough money in the world get me to take it. You put up with people | would have killed before they'd gotten
another word out." He looked down at his work. "No thanks, Mr. Baron. I'll stick right here if you don't mind."

"Smart move," Reno told him, turned toward his office, and spun around when he heard a woman's short scream
and saw Greta run into the hotel, the wind dipping in behind her.



"Police," she said loudly when she saw him. "For God's sake, cdl the police.”
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etective Lieutenant Granna MacEdan pulled off her wool gloves and unbuttoned her coat. It was good to fed wam
again after traipsing around the boardwalk for an hour in a wind that clearly wanted to knock her on her ass, and at
least the Lighthouse lobby wasn't entirely devoted to the tacky and gauche. The mermad was a little much, but
everything else was pretty nice.

Outside, a team of men continued to search the beach and the blocks immediately around the casino; cruisers
manned the streets, keeping an eye on the searchers as much as search-ing themselves. Inside the hotel the task force
personnel were in civvies. No uniforms, no badges. Discreet searches, to keep the guests from panicking and the
suspect from suspecting.

Granna had a gut fedling this was a wild-goose chase, but the way things were, she didn't dare take a chance it
wasn't. Over by registration, Sergeant Cox, a stereotypical cop if there ever was one—beefy face, Irish eyes, curly
black hair, a gut a dedicated beer drinker would envy—seemed to be having a difficult time with alittle old man holding
one of those black Russian hats in both hands, like he was begging.

Cox looked over his head and saw her, made a quick face, and put a hand on the old man's shoulders to haf turn
him so she would see his face.

Oh, hell, she thought, broke out a smile, and walked over.

"Mr. Cabb, how are you tonight?' She held out a hand.

Murray shook it, then shook his head. "Trying to tell the galoot here, Lieutenant, that I'm not crazy."
Grannalooked at Cox. "He's not crazy, Sergeant.”

"Yes, mdam, | know that, maam," Cox said, trying might-ily to keep a grin off his face.

"Look," Murray said, "this is awaste of time. Y ou're not going to find her."

Granna stepped back, the smile gone. "What?"

Murray waved toward the doors. "The lady that stared the other lady. She's gone. | saw her." He snapped his
fingers. "Just like that."

"Listen," Granna said sharply, "this isn't another one of your—"

"No, no, please, Lieutenant, no. | saw her. Ask anyone. | saw her."
Granna glanced around the lobby. There was no one else here.
"Lieutenant,” Cox said. "Baron is waiting with the woman in his office.”

She nodded. "Mr. Cobb, | want you to wait for me, you understand? Sergeant Cox here will take a statement, but |
want to tak to you personally when I'm done in there."

Cobb shrugged expressively. "Won't do any good. She's aready gone.”

She held up a finger and smiled. "Now, now, Mr. Cobb, you should know better than that. All the bases, right? |
have to cover dl the bases."

Cobb sighed resignation, stuffed his hat into a pocket, and headed for the fountain bench. "Maybe," he muttered,
"but you gotta hit the damn bdl first."



She and the sergeant exchanged glances as she walked around the counter to the manager's office. She liked Cabb.
He was a nice old man who obviously had no intention of re-tiring no matter what it said on his retirement papers.
Every time there was anew corpse, or rumor of a corpse, or a ru-mored sighting of the Ripper, he was there, hovering
in the background, offering unsolicited and unneeded advice. The older guys on the force treated him with respect;
the younger guys wanted him put away just to get him out of their hair.

If it hadn't been for the Acmarov incident, however bizarre and unreal it was, she might have been tempted to order
him out of town hersdlf.

She opened the office door without knocking.

She waited until Reno Baron and Greta Sanburn broke their clinch, then dipped on the professional smile and said,
"I won't keegp you much longer, Ms. Sanburn. All | need is a description of the woman you said tried to kill you
tonight.”

Since Pacific Avenue was one-way north, the Lighthouse limousine drove up to Atlantic Avenue, turned left onto
the wide boulevard, and headed south. Another turn a mile later, and it amed for the ocean and the center of Casino
Row.

Abel Wharton wasn't happy.

The limo was nice and dl, and the free money was pretty good, no complaints there, but the driver wouldn't answer
any of his questions, wouldn't go faster, wouldn't tell him what the hell was in these fancy bottles in the bar, wouldn't
tell him a goddamn thing. Finaly he picked up the telephone in the armrest, waited until the driver did the same on his
end, and said, "You know where the hell you're going, pa? | thought | told you the Sands, huh? Didn't | tdl you the
Sands?"

The driver nodded.

"Then you gotta go south more, you jerk. Turn up here, go south more, and maybe, if you're lucky, you'l find it."

The driver nodded again and made the next turn. Ten min-utes later Wharton stepped out at the Sands Pecific
Avenue entrance.

"Thanks," he said grudgingly. "Wait for me. I'm not done yet."

"Yes, sr," the driver said. "When you're ready to leave, just contact the bell captain and Il be waiting."
Wharton grunted and went in.

Dumb shit, he thought; | hope he's not expecting atip.

The desk derk was hopeless, and Granna quickly let her go after making an appointment to see her downtown
tomor-row for an officid statement.

She's standing on the boardwalk getting some fresh air, someone taps her on the shoulder and says something with
some kind of accent, she screams, turns around, and sees ... Granna sighed, not moving from behind Baron's desk. She
sees awoman al wrapped up in afancy hat and coat and scarf, with piercing—Sanburn's word, not hers—piercing red
eyes. Sanburn immediately knows, she just knows it's the Rip-per, and bolts for the hotel only fifty feet away. She
looks back once, hdfway there, and the woman is gone.

Y eah. Right.

A woman in a classy coat and hat, the only way she's going to disappear that fast is by jumping over the railing
down to the beach. A ten-foot drop. In afancy coat and hat.

Cobb sees her, too. But—and Granna snapped her fingers— he sees her disappear into thin air.
"| want avacation," she muttered.

"Sodo," Baron said from the doorway.

She started, scowled at his amile, then smiled hersdlf. "I'm sorry, Mr. Baron, but | think—"

" She's been working long hours this week, Lieutenant,” he said, leaning against the frame. "She took a friend's shift



to make alittle extra | would guess by now she's more than a bit punchy."

Granna nodded. She understood that. She had done it her-self often enough when she'd patrolled the streets in
uniform. That was a long time ago. She rolled her shoulders and pushed to her feet. "I appreciate the use of your
office."

He backed away to give her room to leave. "And I'm sorry this was such a waste of your time."

"Don't worry about it. I'd be alot more upset if there was a body."

Baron cut off the amile instantly. "Yes. Yes, | suppose you would."

A good-bye nod, and she crossed the lobby to Cobb, who sat with his hands between his legs, that furry hat on his

"Mr. Cobb."
He looked up. "That young woman saw it, too, didn't she?"

Granna touched his shoulder. "Mr. Cobb, that woman has been working extra time and hasn't had any red deep in
two or three days. | wouldn't trust her to identify her own mother the way she is now."

"I've been dlegping.”

She sat beside him. The doors were closed, bright reflec-tions of the lights and the fountain and the casino doors
be-hind them shimmered in the glass as the wind tried to get in. She watched one of her men wak by, hailing someone
she couldn't see. He dipped through, and in and out of, the re-flections.

Here one minute, over there the next.

"I know," Cobb said when he saw what she did. "But | don't make mistakes like that, Lieutenant. My eyes are ald,
but they got good vision till."

"Mine aren't so old," she said, taking out her gloves, pulling them on. "But | wouldn't rely on them to swear what
you do when—" She nodded at the doors. "It could be a mistake, Mr. Cobb. Y ou have to admit, it could be a mistake."

"Sure," he admitted as she stood, beckoned to Cox and sig-naled him to round up the others, send them home.
"Sure. But it isn't.”

She barely heard him. Already she was home, dipping into bed beside her husband, listening to him snore, feding
his am automatically drape over her hip to hold her close. This night was over.

"Get some deep, Mr. Cobb," she said as she headed for the back entrance. "You'll fed better in the morning."

"| saw what | saw," he called after her.

And she heard his fingers make that snapping sound again.

Reno stepped into his apartment on the seventeenth floor, threw his keys onto the hdl table, and strode into the
living room with its panoramic view of the Atlantic. The scent of fresh flowers pleased him, but it was the silence that
made him amile. No voices, no slots, no music, no .. . nothing.

The contrast was almost deafening.

"Greta?"

"Here," she answered.

He turned as she stepped out of a bathroom large enough, in some amdl cities, to qualify as an apartment on its
own.

She wore the sable coat he'd given her for Christmas. Un-derneath, she was naked. Spectacularly naked.

"I'm cold, Reno." She pouted, one hand drifting over her breasts. "That cop didn't believe me, and I'm cold.”



Reno gmiled. "At your service, my dear. Youll be warm in no time"

Wharton left the Sands just as the limousine pulled up. The driver opened the door, he got in, and began laughing.
In-credible; absolutely incredible. Another grand, for God's sake; hed won another grand. Proof that faggot manager
ran abum casino.

"The Tqj," he ordered. "Drive me up to the Tg. | think I'll take some of Trump's money tonight.”

The limousine pulled smoothly away from the curb, rock-ing dightly in the wind, and he couldn't help thinking of a
huge black shark trolling for a med. All the other cars were like minnows. Tiny. Vulnerable. Meals on wheds. He
laughed again.

"Changed my mind," he said loudly. "Let's go to the inlet. | want to go to Harrah's.”

The driver didn't respond.

"Hey, you jerk, I'm talking to you. You hear me? We're going to Harrah's."

The driver nodded dowly, and Wharton frowned. He leaned forward so he could see better, and the frown
deepened.

"Hey," he said. "Y ou the same guy? That son of a bitch pull a switch on me?"'

The limousine pulled off Pacific, into a dark side street with no lighting at dl.

"Hey," Wharton said, but it didn't come out very loudly.

The limousine slowed.

"Now, hold on, jerk, don't try no shit on me. I'm—"

The vehicle braked suddenly, and he was thrown off the seat onto his knees. "Jesus H, you goddamn—"
The driver turned around.

Wharton's eyes widened. "Holy shit, you're—"

"Dead," the driver said in alow husky voice. "The word you want, Mr. Wharton, is dead."
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roctor pulled the living room's oak door shut behind him and passed a hand over a metd plate in the wall. Some
fifteen feet down on his left, a doorway filled with light. He walked dowly toward it, massaging the back of his neck,
first with one hand, then the other. When he reached the door he glanced into his bedroom, changed his mind, and
walked on. He wasn't that tired. And even if he was, he knew he wouldn't sleep.

His eyes would close, and he would once again be wan-dering somewhere, on that vast obsidian plain.

The next door on the left was closed and locked. He passed a hand over a silver plate in the jamb. The bolt clicked
back softly, and the door swung sowly open. A celling lamp flick-ered on.

You shouldn't be doing this, he told himsdf as he went in; you need to think, not brood.
"Shut up," he said to the empty room, and laughed aloud.

At the central nurses station in Saddle Hills Recovery Cen-ter, a nurse glanced over the bank of monitors on her
left: one for each room in the facility. But the only ones in oper-ation were for those whose patients required constant
vigi-lance. Only four screens were lit. All the patients were aseep. Although she was careful to check them dl, her
particular in-terest was the footbal player in 5. One of the handsomest men she'd ever seen in her life It was
unprofessional, she knew it, but she didn't think anyone would redlly careif she spent a little time watching him sleep,
and daydreaming.

In 16, Ellen Proctor stirred.

The nurse watched her roll onto her side, freeze, and roll onto her back again, ams outside her covers, flat against
her sides. Twenty minutes later she rolled onto her side again, and the nurse wondered, then dismissed it. People
moved in their deep dl the time, and Dr. Browning only wanted her to note if something unusual happened. In this

case, she figured that meant if Mrs. Proctor actually sat up, or stood up, or spoke. Something she had never done in dl
the time she'd been here.

In 9, an old woman moaned in her sleep.

In 11, a young girl with a huge cast on her Ieft leg cried out in a dream, mumbled, and fel ill.
In 5, the football player tossed off his covers and snored.

The nurse smiled to herself.

In 16, Ellen Proctor rolled onto her side again and clasped her hands under her chin.

Bored, the nurse thought as she returned to the nightly re-port. If it wasn't for that footbal player, she'd be bored
out of her mind.

Taped on the back wdl of Proctor's private office was a series of sketches he had drawn—a forbidding black castle,
a rough approximation of a dragon, aline of guards standing at attention, dressed in black, no faces. A tree without
leaves, its branches twisted. A winged creature without form. A plain without features, a plain whose horizon was
dotted with leaf-less trees.

He was the first to admit he could barely draw a straight line with a ruler, and didn't care that the sketches were
a-mogt childlike in their execution. He needed them. Not to remember what he saw in his dreams, that was
unforgettable, but to help him figure out where the plain was.

He knew, as one knows when traveling through a dream not redly a dream, that this place didn't fade when he woke
up. It was ared place. He had never been there, but it was red nonetheless.



He dropped into a high-back leather chair with castors on its lions paw feet and pushed himsdf back and forth,
away and toward the wall. A lot of things had happened to him on that plain, from tumbling into a chasm when an
earthquake struck, to faling into a black river when he reached the edge of an unseen diff. He had never died, though.
He just found himsdf someplace else, ill on that plain.

But he had always been aone.

In England, in the dream, he had heard the same voice he'd heard the other night.

you're not alone

No sex, no age, just avoice.

you're not alone

"Good," he said to the sketches. "So tdl me the hell wherel am.”

No answer, and he stuck his tongue out a them, spun the chair around, and pushed over to a low row of
double-stedl filing cabinets bolted to the floor. At the fourth one from the door, he touched a finger to a central lock

and listened to the locks of each of the sx drawers open one by one. He pulled out the second from the bottom, took
out athick file, and opened it on his lap.

A picture of his mother and father on top, the one they used in the newspapers &fter the accident.

They were smiling, gazing lovingly a each other. He knew it had been taken on ther twenty-fifth wedding
anniversary, one of the last times they would be together before ...

"Mom," he said quietly, "what's going on?"

He didn't speak to his father. He had aready done that a while ago, in the middle of a snowstorm, in the middle of
the backyard. His father had been dead for several years, but Proctor spoke to him anyway, never once questioning
his san-ity or the redlity of what he was doing.

He spoke, but his father hadn't answered, just given him a dow melancholy amile before the snowflakes and the
wind took him away.

He stared at the photograph for amost twenty minutes be-fore reluctantly putting the file away, and coasting
himsdf to the other side of the room to along desk with trestle legs. No computers or typewriters here. Everything he
wrote, he wrote by hand. Another folder lay in the center of the deegp-grain wood, and he flipped it open, flipped over a
few pages until he found what he wanted: alist of events.

It wasn't very long.

An incident in Kentucky, a cult in Kansas; a ghost in En-gland was the last notation. In the margin he had scribbled
Celeste Blaine's name. Somewhere else he had printed "amber globe" with alarge question mark beside it.

Then he turned another page and stared at a report Doc had given him.

Strange, he thought; very strange.

Standing by the sea, a silent figure dressed warmly, a hood, a scarf, fur-trimmed boots. The waves hiss across the
wet apron of sand, curl around the boots and retreat. The voice of the ocean is loud and constant, a series of
thunderous explosions that blend into a single sound much like a roar. Spray hangs in the air, a wind-cast migt. Light
from the hotels doesn't quite reach this far, and the figure stands in a strip of darkness that has nothing to do with the
night.

Its gloved hand moves to hold the coat closed at its throat.

It has traveled along way to be here, and it il isn't sure it has done the right thing. If it were a believer in anything
but itsdf, it would look for a sign, an omen, something to grant a modicum of reassurance.

Thekilling certainly hasn't done that.

All that's done is put the scent of fresh blood on the wind.



The figure turns toward the boardwalk, a gust pushes the hood dightly back, and for a moment before a hand drags
the hood back in place, there are eyes, and rich eyebrows, a smooth brow, a gentle nose.

Below the hood, in the dark, the face of awoman.
Proctor read the report again, just in case he missed some-thing the first two hundred times.

In Kansas, a the end of a case that had nearly killed him and Vivian, he had retrieved shards of amber he had first
thought might be crystdl.

Hewasright.

A team of researchers in Princeton, friends of Doc, had done tests. A lot of tests. They agreed that the pieces were
part of a larger amber-colored globe. They agreed that the pieces were indeed a form of crystal. What they couldn't
agree on was whether the globe had been hollow or solid; what they couldn't agree on was where the crystal itsef had
been formed.

There was, they insisted, nothing likeit on this planet, and only Doc's smooth talk and fat wallet had insured their
Si-lence.

Proctor knew, however, that the silence wouldn't last. These men were scientists, and their curiosity, if they were
any part human at dl, would soon have them asking questions again, making demands, making threats—tell us or well
tel the world.

Proctor sighed and closed the folder, leaned back, and stretched his arms over his head, pushing until he fdt his
shoulders ready to pop.

He tried to think, tried to speculate, and gave up in afew minutes. Lana and the others were right—his mind was
in-deed that definition of confusion: he jumped on his horse and rode off in dl directions.

A yawn, another stretch.

Damn, he hated it when they were right, but it was clear that a weekend in Atlantic City might be exactly what he
needed. Diversion; smple diversion.

He grinned as he rose.
And alittle Jack the Ripper thrown in for good measure.

What the hell else could a man ask for?
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Proctor sat on the mermaid bench, his back ddliberately to the casino doors. It wasn't an attempt to keep temptation
a bay; he wasn't tempted. Not yet. What he wanted was a little peace without having to go to his room. The bars were
no good because two were on the casino's periphery, up on the Galery, and the others played music loud enough to
wake the newly dead; he, Taz, and Doc had aready eaten, so the restaurants and snack bar were out; and the shops
were al-ready closed, so wandering the aisles was no longer an op-tion.

He couldn't go outside because the storm had arrived.

But the lobby, of dl places, had proven surprisingly peace-ful. The indirect lighting had been dided down enough
to leave its upper reaches in comfortable twilight. Nothing glared off the marble and tiles. The fountain's trickling water
was oddly soothing, just arrhythmic enough not to be monotonous. The few guests who wanted something at the
front desk kept their voices low. There were no children running around, and no taped music to insult his memory of
some fine old tunes.

The voice of the casino itself was muted. With amal ef-fort he could Hill hear the clatter of quarters into their trays,
the electronic bells and whistles and snippets of sprightly melodies, the explosions of horns and fanfares and gongs
when awinner was pronounced... and with equal smal effort he could tune it dl out. Shift it from irritation to bearable
back-ground noise.

The boardwalk, for now, was out of the question.

The storm had hit shortly after they'd arrived, gusty winds became a sustained gale force, and slver pellets of rain
cracked against the walls and windows, reaching under the rippling awning to the doors.

There were printed notices in their rooms assuring dl guests that in the unlikely event of a power falure, the
Lighthouse had multiple backup systems that would insure dl necessary operations would continue without
interruption.

"Right," Taz had said from the doorway of Proctor's room. "What do you bet the first thing back will be the slots.”

Doc had shaken his head dowly. "Such cynicism in the young. I'm hungry. May we eat?"

And in the restaurant on the Gdlery levd, Proctor was more than a little amused as Tez turned on the charm and
soon had the hostess and waitresses practicaly licking his pams. It was from them that Proctor had learned of the
early morning murder, the second Lighthouse victim in the Ripper's string, four if you counted the near misses.

Once the meals were served, Proctor noticed the others looking at him strangely. "What?' he demanded. "Hey, this
isn't my fault. The storm, this kille—don't you dare try to blame it on me."

"We're not," Doc said blandly. "We just don't want you to get involved."
He had said nothing more while they ate, and passed on a preliminary excursion to the tables. Instead, he strolled

the North and South promenades, hands in his pockets, looking around. Just looking around. Once in the lobby, he
settled on the padded bench and watched the storm, the hotel's lights barely reaching the stedl railing only sixty feet

away.

Perfect weather for akiller, if the killer was determined.

| wonder, he thought, and sowly turned his head toward the front desk; | wonder.

Doc sat a ablackjack table, his chipsin precise formation in front of him, one hand in his lap a dl times, the other
moving only to instruct the dedler. Taz had watched as long as he could, but this wasn't action as far as he was
concerned. Doc won a little, lost a little, never said a word. Neither did anyone else a the table, or any of the tables
nearby.

Thiswas way too quiet.

He wanted in on the kind of reactions he heard from those playing craps, from a group settled in at a roulette whed,



or even the nerve-jangling slot machine clatter that floated over the entire floor.
"Later," he said at last, and Doc barely nodded, guiding the dedler to complete his twenty-one.

Restless, he wandered, thinking to place a bet here and changing his mind, place a bet there and changing his mind
again. He checked out the waitresses in their low-cut nauti-cal outfits, got a wink from a croupier and a warning glare
from her pit boss, passed by the east doors and, squinting through the elaborately etched designs, saw Proctor at the
fountain. He dmost went out, but the boss's attitude didn't seem to invite company.

"Watch him," Lana had instructed him and Doc before they left. "Make sure he has a good time. | don't care how
you do it, just keep his mind from ... you know."

Great, he thought as he headed for the rear of the hotel; if | push too hard, the bossll kill me; if | don't push hard
enough, Lanall kill me If I don't do anything, Docll kill me. By the time he finished running through everyone a Black
0O, and included his parents just for the heck of it, he de-cided there was no way he was ever going to leave Atlantic
City dive.

That made him grin as he approached the bellhops stand-ing at the west entrance. Outside, the streets were barely
vis-ible. Sideways rain twisted into short-lived braids, rose like migt from the gutters, drifted in thin patches of cloud
from one hazy streetlamp to another. Telephone poles seemed to shudder and quiver. Water occasionally dipped in
past the doors' rubber seals. The drive curved under a lifeboat-shaped portico, but the overhang might as wel not
have been there, for dl the protection it provided.

"Lousy," he said with a shake of his head.

A car sped past, sheets of water arcing from its wheels.

The belmen looked at him, saw a guy about their age, and nodded. "First time | ain't praying for customers," one of
them said. "I go out there, I'm gonna drown."

Taz shrugged with an eyebrow. "I don't know. If it's alimo, the tip might be worth it, huh?" It took him a second to
notice their expressions. "What? I'm sorry, | say something wrong?' Then he remembered, and winced. "Damn, sorry. |
just got here, just heard.”

"No sweat," the other one said, Patrick on his bronze name badge. "It ain't like it was Bruno got zapped, you
know?"'

Tez didn't say anything. Although he couldn't help won-dering who the hell named a kid Bruno anymore?

"Should have, though," said the first one, name tag sal-vatore. "He's frigging nuts now, no use to anyone. Baron's
gonna fire his ass, Il bet, soon as he can."

Tez didn't get it. According to the reports, the assighed chauffeur hadn't been located, and there was speculation he
had become another victim. So he couldn't help it: "Wait a minute, he's aive?

Neither man answered. The one called Petrick rubbed an am as if chilled; the other took out a handkerchief and
blew his nose. Taz dmost dropped the subject, figured held hear about it on the news later, but there was something
about the way they almost spoke, didn't, fussed awvkwardly in place that made him change his mind.

Listen long enough, Proctor had told him, and sooner or later you'll hear what they want to tel you, whether they
want to tell you or not.

Like a pebble; drop a question like apebble in a pond.

"Wow," he said, watching the rain, hands in his pockets, just hanging out, one of the guys. "Lucky guy. Glad he's
not dead.”

A patrol car drove by, blurred in therain.
"Yeah," said Patrick, not sounding asif he agreed.

Tez scratched the side of his neck, pulled at an earlobe. "So, you know, how could he be fired? | mean, the paper |
saw said the guy must have been overpowered. Like, am-bushed. That's a crime down here?"

The two bellmen looked at each other, each waiting for the other to make a decision. Then Peatrick looked at Taz and



said, don't know nothing, right?"

Taz held up his hands. "Me? Hey."

Petrick lowered his voice, keeping an eye out for the bel captain. "Fourth floor,” he said. "Baron's got a couple
rooms up there he lets us have, if we can't get home or pull extra shifts. He's stashing Bruno up there for the cops.
They were gonna put him in a hospital or something, but he only showed up couple of hours ago. The roads ain't so
good, so they're keeping him here, away from the news guys."

He might have said more, but Salvatore muttered, "Aw, hel," as a pair of automobiles pulled up to the curb. They
shrugged an apology at Taz and grabbed for their rain gear. He wished them luck and walked away, into the casino.

Well, well, Tazaretti, he thought; what have we learned here?

He wasn't sure, and right now he didn't care. A bosomy, long-legged redhead in a seaman's costume cut down to
breath-taking, smiled and asked him if he wanted a drink.

"Dacey," she said before he answered. "What's yours?"

Doc studied his cards thoughtfully. He supposed that any-one watching would probably think he was bored, that
he didn't care about winning one way or another. They would only be hdf right.

He passed apdm over his cards, and the deder moved on to the other players. When the hand was done, he had
lost; when he cashed in his chips, he was up three hundred dol-lars. He had indeed been bored; but he cared very
much about winning. It was, for him, most a matter of pride.

He dropped a ten-dollar chip on the table for the deder's tip, and rose. Stretched without seeming to move, and
Scanned the huge room for asign of Paul or Proctor. When he saw neither, he decided to stretch his legs and strode
purposefully toward the lobby, checking the other tables as he went, then weaving through the ddiberately uneven
placement of the dot machine aides. A step up to the doors, and he spotted Proc-tor at the front desk, telephone in
one hand.

Damn, he thought, and pushed through; if he's talking to who | think he is, Lanais going to be very displeased.

Long before he reached the counter, Proctor held up await a minute hand without turning around, and Doc dowed.
He wasn't surprised that Proctor knew he was here; nothing the man did surprised him anymore.

Proctor replaced the receiver, folded a piece of paper held been taking notes on, nodded thanks to the desk clerk,
and turned with a sheepish grin. "Just taking to afriend, Doc."

"Lieutenant MacEdan, | suspect.”
Proctor started for the fountain. "Temptation is aterrible thing, Doc. And | am weak."
He didn't smile, although his lips twitched. "As Paul might say ... bullshit."

Proctor laughed and dropped onto the bench, leaned back with a sigh, crossed his legs at the ankles, and spread his
arms along the back. "Interesting case, though."

"Busman's holiday is not what Lana sent us down here for."

Proctor gave him alook. "Doc, | an hot going to do any-thing. | was just curious, that's al." He nodded toward the
boardwalk, raindrops like hail. "Hdl of a storm.”

"Indeed."

"Youwin?'

"A little."

"Taz?'

"The last | saw, Paul was ... | don't know the word. Walk-ing around with intent."

"Cruising, Doc," Proctor told him. "Taz is cruising. Trolling. On the hunt, the make—"



"Yes, dl right," he said stiffly. "I get the idea."

"Successful ?"

"I wouldn't know. | haven't seen him for about an hour."

"Maybe that's my answer."

They watched the rain, watched a poor soul struggling past the hotel with an inside-out umbrella, watched a little
mean from housekeeping haul a whedled bucket across the marble and mop up the water that had seeped in under the
doors.

Proctor leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

Doc braced himsalf.

Proctor turned his head, patted his neck. "The throat, Doc. Very interesting. The Ripper tears out their throats."

She watched him from the farthest casino door on the right. The other one was hidden by the mermaid, but him... the
one with the dark sandy hair and the kind of deep-set eyes that missed nothing, not even inside you ... him ... she
couldn't understand what he said to the bald man with the hooked nose, but whatever it was, the bald man didn't like
it.. . him ... she glanced over her shoulder to the casino floor, saw a middie-age man staring a her, and she knew what
he wanted. She caught his eye so he would know, and deliberately turned away so he would aso know he would be
dreaming aone tonight... but him ... the one who seemed uncomfortable in dacks and that sport jacket... talking with
his hands ... brushing fingertips across his throat, miming not a slashing but a ripping ...

This was dangerous.

She shouldn't have come back.

She shouldn't have tried to speak to that desk derk, the one with the fur coat her sdlary couldn't possibly have
bought. The timing was wrong, and she had been . .. anxious ... too anxious ... and the poor thing had run as if she'd
seen a ghost.

The woman smiled to herself.

WEll, of course she had. In amanner of speaking.

She stepped back quickly when he glanced idly in her di-rection, fet something soft give under her hed, heard a
grunt, and turned to see the other one, the third one, the one with the long wavy black har, hop backward off the step
with a pained look on his young face.

"Oh, dear," she said, her voice low and husky. "Oh, dear, I'm so sorry."

"That's dl right," he said, grinning now, making a game of limping around in a circle, grabbing a dot machine for
support. "I think itll stay on."

"l really am sorry."

"No problem. My fault." He pointed at her feet, and she looked down, redizing suddenly how close to the edge of
the step she had been. "Thought you were going to fdl off, see?'

"And you were going to catch me?'

He blushed.

She had to hold back alaugh; the boy actually blushed.

He ssammered, flapped his arms, and gave up with a shrug. "No, | was going to tell you, that's dl.”

"Ah."

Now he seemed distressed. "No, redly, | was." He mimed tapping her on the shoulder. "Redly."

When she nodded, he sighed loudly and held out his hand. "Paul," he said. "Paul Tazaretti, but they cdl me Taz."



She shook his hand, felt the veins there, fdt the blood. "Nice to meet you, Mr. Tazaretti. | am Petra."

He smiled. He nodded. He spotted something behind her and said, "Look, I'm ..." He stepped up beside her, moving
toward the lobby. "My boss. I... sorry about scaring you. I'm ... maybe I'll see you later?"

The hopein his voice brought him a smile. "Perhaps.”
"Sure. Okay. Wdll... maybe later.”

And he was gone, doing his best to watch her and at the same time not crash into the fountain. When the others
be-came aware of the fuss, they turned, and she moved swiftly to one side, out of their sight.

This was a complication she hadn't envisioned. Known to one and needing to know the other... why not just hang a
sign around your neck, Petra? Why not hand out calling cards? Why not shout it so everyone can hear?

Her confusion, and anger a hersdlf, propelled her along the left side of the casino, through the ot machine aides,
past a high, pulpit-like security stand. Severa times she sensed someone, a man, weighing his chances, but her speed
and bearing stopped them in time. She slowed only when she reached the outer curve of a low dark-plank wall broken
in several places for customers to enter asmal bar. Then she looked back and was pleased that none of the three were
there, looking for her.

She didn't want the three.

She only wanted him, and she wanted him alone.

Later, then; it would have to be later. Which was dl right tonight. She had patience, and the storm.

Then someone came up behind her, and her eyes widened, a hand snapped to her throat. She turned sharply to face
awaitress, whose smile turned puzzled.

"Would you care for something to drink?' the waitress asked, uncertain.

Quickly Petra shook her head. "No. No, thank you."

"Maybe later," and the woman walked away.

Petra watched her, her nostrils flaring dightly, catching the distinctive scent the waitress |eft behind.

Oh, my God, she thought; oh, my God, the Ripper.



A

"I think | speak for both of us," Doc said as he adjusted his cuffs, "when 1 say that | don't redly care if he tears out
their hearts and stuffs them in a snuffbox. It is not our con-cern." He adjusted the knot of his club tie. "It is not the
province of our usual cases, and," he added, "it is clearly not one of your usual cases."

They sat in the Briny, a North Gdlery lounge, part of which projected outward like a balcony over the casino. The
lights were dim, the walls dark, dl the tables of thick, solid wood topped with glass. The fourth "wall" was a carved
railling de-signed to resemble a ship's rail of brass and mahogany. They could either look over the top or through the
fretwork to see the action below.

Proctor, his back to the bar, picked up his tumbler and sipped. Said nothing. When Taz arrived in the lobby, they
had discussed the rest of the evening asif he hadn't been there, then practically picked him up by the arms and carried
him here.

He till wasn't sureif he was angry or not.

He stared into the tumbler, a the Southern Comfort and the ice, and sipped again. Sweet and strong and, if he
wasn't careful, it would have him flat on his back in haf an hour.

"Boss," Taz said, one am resting on the rall, "I'll give you one of mine, okay?"

Proctor looked at him. "What?"

"See?' Taz said to Doc. "I told you he wasn't listening." His right hand held a dark-glass bottle of beer. "I'm talking
about the two women | met tonight. Man, it was like | died and went to heaven, you know?' He grinned. "They're
gor-geous."

"I wouldn't expect anything else from you," Proctor said dryly.

"There!" the young man said suddenly, and pointed, "There, see her? That's one. The redhead in the whatever you
cdl it, the admird's outfit."

In spite of himsaf, Proctor leaned forward and tried to find the woman who had Taz so excited.

"No, over here, Boss," Taz said when he redized Proctor was looking in the wrong direction. "See? By the craps
table, the first one. See her now?'

"My," said Doc.

Proctor did see her then and raised his eyebrows. She cer-tainly stood out from the crowd, and suddenly he
laughed, had to put his tumbler down. Stood out from the crowd. He laughed harder and leaned back to stare at the
ceiling.

"What?' Taz said. He looked to Doc for help. "What?"'

Proctor waved a hand. "She ..." He swallowed. "Stands out." And he couldn't help the eruption of laughter that
nearly doubled him over. Knowing it wasn't anywhere near funny, he gill fet tears begin to wel. His chest began to
ache; his sides began to ache. He tried to pick up his drink, and failed. He tried to apologize to the others, and couldn't
get an intdl-ligible word out.

"Oh, Lord," he said, and laughed again, this time a Taz's expression.

The younger man wanted to smile because it was his boss who had made the feeble joke; a the same time he
wanted to be insulted on the woman's behalf. All without admitting that her figure did indeed make her stand out.

"He can't be drunk," Taz said to Doc.
Doc shook his head. "He's not. It may well be a smple release of tension.”

Proctor nodded eagerly, hiccuped, looked down just as she dipped out of sight, and howled his laughter at the
ceiling again.



"Or," Doc said, "he might believe he really isfunny.”

Tez nodded distantly. "I wonder where the other one is." He scanned the patrons below, frowning, shaking his
head. "You should have seen her, Doc. She had this dress on..." His hands tried to describe it. "It was redly dark
green, maybe black, and kind of shiny but it didn't have any of those se-quin things on it. It wasn't tight, but it fit, you
know what | mean?' He scowled, took a drink of his beer, and put his free hand sideways against the hollow of his
throat. "It came up to here, so it wasn't like—"

"She stood out," Proctor said, and howled again.

Taz ignored him. "She had this... this thing around her neck."

"A necklace," Doc said, cupping a hand around his glass of wine. "It's called a necklace, Paul."

"No." Taz drank again. "l mean, yeah, | know what a neck-lace is, but this wasn't like you usually mean. It was like a
gold string—a chain, it was a chain—and it had a ruby or something that hung—" His hand moved this time to the

cen-ter of his chest. He squinted, concentrating on an image he had. "It wasn't redly a ruby, | don't think, it was too
big. The color was red, though. Like a ruby, though. Very nice. I'l bet it's redly expensive.”

"And this woman," Doc said. "This is the one who acci-dentally stepped on your foot?'

"Well." Taz leaned back, tilted his head side to side. "That's what she said." He waggled his eyebrows. "If you
know what | mean."

"Yes, Paul," Doc told him. "I'm sorry to say that | do know what you mean."

Proctor gasped for ar, his mouth wide as he forced him-sdf to blink heavily. He had tried to follow the
conversation, caught only a few words here and there, and decided it would be better if, for the time being, he
concentrated on not chok-ing to death. The laugh impulse had ended as abruptly as it had begun, and he fdt like an
idiot, but didn't know what to say, how to make it clear he hadn't intended anything crue or insulting by it.

Ye he had to admit, the woman's figure—he chuckled, sti-fled it, chuckled again, and inhaled loudly, loudly enough
to get their attention.

"Okay," he said, using a cocktail napkin to dry his cheeks
and eyes. "I'm okay." He cleared his throat. He sniffed and
used another napkin to blow his nose. He chuckled again, this

time at himsdf, and shook his head. "Gentlemen, | don't know
what to say." 3

"Then, say nothing," Doc advised, raising a hand to catch the waitress's attention.

Proctor nodded, blew out a hard breath, and took a amdl drink. Grimaced. It was too strong; he should have gone
for something a little less potent. A whiskey sour, a Collins. Any-thing but straight Comfort. He pushed the glass
away and propped an elbow on the table, braced jaw and chin in his hand.

"So, Taz, which oneisyour date for tonight?*

Taz looked at him suspiciously. "Why?'

"Why? | don't know. Just asking." He grinned. "I'm not about to try to steal your thunder, if that's what you're
wor-ried about."

"Oh, sure," Taz said. "Asif you could."

When his eyes widened and his mouth fdl open in reac-tion to his unthinking boldness, Proctor cleared his throat
to kill yet another laugh and widened his own eyes, a sugges-tion that, yes, even someone as old as he just might il
have enough left in him to give the kid a run for his money. Even if there were only ten years and spare change
separating him from Taz's twenties.

"I think," Taz said to Doc, "he's fegling better.”

Very good, Proctor thought; nicely done, Taz, nicely done.

But he noticed that Doc wasn't redly paying attention. Just as he was about to cal him on it, however, Facon



picked up his glass and stood.

"I'm sorry, gentlemen,” he said, "but as the evening is gill young, and | an not, | see some old friends I'd like to sit
with for awhile"

Proctor exchanged a what-do-you-know glance with Taz, then turned to watch Falcon glide around the tables to the
far side, where two women and a grey-haired man sat. Smiling broadly at him. The man rose to shake Doc's hand, the
women preened as they made room.

"Well," Taz said. "Would you look at that?"

Proctor faced forward and said nothing. There were, he redized, some things he did not want to know about the
pri-vate lives of the people who worked for him. Doc, for some reason, especially.

He started, then, when Taz pushed noisily to his fet, fin-ished his beer, and looked down & the casino. After a
mo-ment's hesitation he gestured at the gamblers and said, "Is it okay? | mean—"

"Yes, Taz," Proctor told him. "It's fine. Go ahead, have a good time."

The rdief in the younger man's face was enough to make Proctor amile, a amile that broadened when the rdief was
abruptly overtaken by guilt. Taz gestured at the chair held just vacated. "I, uh, | mean, | don't have to, you know. |
mean, it's okay if | wait awhile, that's dl right."

Proctor just looked a him and said nothing. When Taz frowned, puzzled, Proctor sighed and jerked a thumb over
his shoulder, opened the hand in a smal wave when Taz took the hint and, with one last attempt to ease his guilt, left
the bar at a brisk wak.

Nothing, then, but the atona casino chorus rising into the bar, someone trying to laugh quietly and failing, glasses
meet-ing in atoast, and, from alounge across the way, the muted music of atrio playing effortless jazz.

"So," Proctor said to his glass. "Are we having fun yet?'

She sat in the Tides, ignoring the music and the sometimes comica attempts of a drunk to sing along, and watched
him. Because of the lighting both in the Briny and the casino proper, his white shirt glowed, but his face was in
twilight. On the table in front of her was a black velvet evening bag. She cov-ered it with her hand, feeling paper crinkle
inside.

He'saone.

She could be there in less than two minutesif she hurried.

He'salone.

But she didn't move. Something about him frightened her a little, and that was unexpected. No one ever frightened
her. She moved through the night under lights like this in every gambling resort in the world almost every night of the
year. No one had ever frightened her, not like this.

Disgusted, she sat back, and shook her head apologetically when a waitress asked if she was ready to order.
Ridiculous; this was ridiculous. All she had to do was ddiver the mes-sage. That's it. Go over there, sit down,
introduce herself as the friend of amutua, now deceased, friend, and tell Proc-tor what she knew. Show him the note
she had in the purse. He would have afew questions, most of which she wouldn't be able to answer.

Some of which she wouldn't answer.

Then she would leave, a promise kept, an obligation dis-charged.

She picked up the evening bag. She put a hand on the table. She watched him and wondered what there was about
him that made so many people fear him. She had heard of him, of course. Almost everyone in her world had. Many
dismissed him, others thought him an aberration ... yet there were some who feared him so much that when they
learned he would be where they were, they left. As fast as they could.

What was there about him?

Damnit, Petra, she thought; damnit, do it now and be done with it. You have things to do. There's the Ripper—



Yes

"Yes," she whispered, and stood quickly, left the lounge and hurried as fast as she could without running around
the Gdlery perimeter.

A few words, hand it over, leave.

Shetold herself she had nothing to fear from him.

She told herself he was not superhuman and posed her no threat.

Then she called herself ten kinds of afool when she stepped into the Briny and saw the empty table.

Cursing silently, she made her way across the floor, stretch-ing her neck as if hoping to catch sight of someone
down below. A hand on the ral near Proctor's table, and she looked, frowning, shaking her head. Sighing. Then
standing straight and lowering her head as if in thought. The check was there. She saw his name, and the room
number, and she left.

Do it now, Petra. Do it now.

Taz leaned as casually as he could against a purple and sil-ver five-dollar slot machine, watching the redhead meke
her way toward him. And she was moving toward him. Ddliber-ately. She wasn't on the way to somewhere else.

"Hi," she said when she reached him. "Y ou winning?'

"Sort of. Maybe." He laughed and ducked his head. "Nope."

"Too bad."

Do it, Tazaretti, he ordered; just doit.

"You, uh ... are you ..." Helooked at his watch. "I mean—"

She laughed and put a quick hand on his am. "In an hour, that okay?"
"Wow. You mean... | mean, sure, that's fine. Great. An hour.”

She winked broadly. "Great. Meet you right here at mid-night, yes?"

He nodded quickly, watched her wak away, watched those hips, those legs, and yanked himsdf upright when she
turned a smile a him over her shoulder.

"By the way," she said. "I hope you don't mind, but there's someone | want you to meet, okay? It won't take long, |
promise.”



NRE

A figure in black stood on a balcony with his arms out-spread, knowing it was a pose and not caring that it was or
that there was no one to see it. What mattered was the way he felt.

And he felt wonderful.

The city spread itsdf out below him, cowering under the weight of the storm, belly-up, like a dog just asking to be
beaten; the deserted beach, under constant assault from the rain, looked like tired concrete; and the ocean, angry
white crests spitting foam a the shore, crawled its way to-ward him, punching the sand, each punch another dam of
thunder.

It was perfect.
No other word for it.
It was perfect.

So unbelievably right, so amazingly filled with every cliche in the book, so utterly and deliciously gothic, he was
almost disappointed he hadn't thought of it before and called the storm up himsdf.

With his dark coat open and his arms outstretched, it was as if he wore a cape, and the wind billowed it behind him
as he raised his face to the night sky, fdt the rain try to blind him and flay his skin, and he laughed in delight. Curled
his hands into fists and lifted them, shook them to tempt the light-ning that lashed over the rooftops.

Wonderful; it was wonderful and it was perfect.

It was nearly midnight, and he was hungry.

The twelfth-floor room was too large for one person.

Proctor stood at the window, its heavy dark drapes drawn aside to let in the night. Parts of the room were reflected
in the pane, shimmering as the wind dammed against it.

A massive king-sze bed with elaborately carved head- and footboards extended from one wal, its sheets soft,
blanket thick and warm, the coverlet embroidered in blue and gold to match the wallpaper. Facing it against the
opposite wal was a long couch with end tables and brass lamps, two armchairs, and a tinted-glass coffee table with
brass legs and rim. A tal armoire stood beside him, with drawers below for clothing, doors above to hide the
televison. An acove near the door held a haf-size refrigerator and wal cabinets, a two-burner stove, and enough
paraphernalia to make coffee or tea for sev-eral dozen people. A tiled serving shelf had been cut into the wadl, with
cabinets above and a liquor cabinet below on the bedroom side.

He figured there were probably people out there who didn't have apartments this big. He definitely didn't want to
see the hill come Sunday.

The view was south, and on a clear night there would have been the long dark gap of an undeveloped site before
the Showboat's profile, the Tgf Mahal's multicolored Arabian Nights towers, and the others farther down. Incredibly
bright lights that spilled onto the Boardwak and out over the sand.

Tonight the lights were there, but they were dizzying to look at—sometimes sharp, sometimes blurred, fingerpaints
running when the rain grew too heavy.

He didn't have to touch the glass to fed the cold, and sup-posed he was lucky the temperature wasn't low enough
to turn it dl to snow.

He glanced at his watch; not quite midnight.



A glance at the bed; he wasn't that tired.
Tore their throats right out, Granna had told him. Y ou want to have alook?

He had declined with alaugh, even when she suggested, with alaugh of her own, that he might well be passing up
the chance to catch avampire.

Vampires, he told her, don't tear out whole throats. Just enough to get at the blood.

What blood? she'd answered, and eventually laughed heartily into his startled silence. The thing is, Proctor, we
don't know if we have dl the bodies. People go missing down here dl the time. They get dumped in the ocean, dumped
in the Pine Barrens. We got eight, but I'm betting the way this guy is, there's at least that many more we don't know
about yet. Hdl, we don't even know if he's from the city, or just comesin for the kill.

He turned around, left hand unconsciously pulling at his throat. He stared at the telephone on the table beside the
couch, at its twin on the nightstand.

A woman says another woman accosts her on the board-walk right in front of the hotel, but by the time she reaches
the hotel's entrance, the other woman is gone.

A woman says aman who came up through the boardwalk in a mist nearly caught her, even though she had been
run-ning, and he was not.

The cop who found Charleen Cge said there were little bits of migt gill floating around the blacktop. He had almost
missed them. And the woman who had been with Charleen had clamed there was a man in the street, and fog came out
of his clothes so fast they were covered by it in less than a couple of minutes.

Proctor laughed without opening his mouth, sounding a-most like an old-time movie villain.

If he did this, if he sniffed around a little, maybe had an-other tak with Granna—off the record, of course—Lana
would never let him live it down. On the other hand, he was supposed to have fun. As a producer of great times and
mem-orable moments, the Lighthouse wasn't exactly living up to Lanas hopes. Granna, on the other hand ...

He laughed again, and shook his head.
No; another time, maybe, but... no.

A lagt glance at the view, and he opened the armoaire doors. The television was large, and he automatically reached
for the remote control sitting on top.

Stopped before he picked it up.

"Now, think," he ordered the dim reflection on the screen. "You've got a theater downstairs with dancers that are
only hdf dressed, if that. You've got a couple bars, one with ajazz trio that isn't haf bad, another with a singer and
piano player who are better than average. You've got slots and craps and roulette and about forty kinds of poker." His
voice rose. "And you're going to watch a goddamn TV?'

Proctor, you jerk, let's face it, you're worse off than you thought.

He had to face something else—he was beginning to fed a little sorry for himsdf. Taz aready had lines out to two
women, and Doc had bumped into some old friends. Yet he, the one who was supposed to be benefiting most from this
weekend, had ridden elevators up and down since leaving the Briny, reading the menus and advertisements, stopping
at ran-dom floors and wandering around the long, softly lit corri-dors, sighing, looking out at the storm from the high
and narrow end windows, haf hoping one of the mock-stateroom doors would suddenly fly open and a bevy of
gorgeous women would reach out and drag him inside.

"Oh, brother," he muttered, and grabbed his sport jacket from the back of an armchair, checked to be sure his
elec-tronic card key was in the breast pocket, and headed for the door. Now it was a chalenge. Now it had become
personal. He was not about to be beaten to good times by a straight arrow bald man in his fifties and a kid in his
twenties.

Pride, he told himself; now it was a matter of pride.

He reached for the doorknob, the telephone rang, and some-one knocked.



When he looked through the security peephole, dl he saw was the dark blonde hair on the back of a woman's head.
Hungry.

Defiantly he put his back to the storm and returned inside. Multiple shadows of himsdf radiated from his feet like
the spokes of the Whedl of the Damned.

Hungry.

He closed his eyes and sensed the time, curled alip in a snarl and decided to give it ten minutes more. If his partner
didn't bring someone by then, he would hunt on his own.

When Doc redlized it was ten minutes shy of midnight and Proctor hadn't yet returned, he excused himsdf from his
friends, promised to be back as quickly as he could, and walked over to the low outer wall. He scanned the area below
care-fully, but saw no sign of him. Or, for that matter, any sign of Tazaretti.

He l&ft the lounge with an apologetic wave to the others, and located a brace of house phones nearby. No one
answered Proctor's phone. If Paul was in his room, he wasn't answer-ing, either. He glanced around, then wandered
over to the pair of escalators in the middle of the Gdlery, one of which led to the casino floor. He hesitated before
riding down, chiding himsdlf for being such a mother hen but unable to shake the feding that dl was not right tonight.
This bothered him. This kind of foreboding more properly belonged to Proctor, not him.

Good heavens, he thought; maybe it's catching.

The lights flickered, and the room went briefly silent.

He couldn't hear the storm, but he could see in some faces a subtle sort of fear, in others a forced gaiety. An
overheard conversation told him Absecon, and thus Atlantic City, was cut off, that flooded roads and collapsed road

surfaces had temporarily severed dl ties to the rest of the state. That didn't seem like much to him. After dl, it wasn't as
if they were miles out a sea. Nevertheless, it clearly unsettled some and upset others.

The lights dimmed, and stayed that way for several sec-onds before returning to norma.

He quickened his pace, taking to the huge room's perime-ter so he wouldn't miss anyone dlipping away behind him.
He couldn't see Paul, nor the waitress the young man had so en-thusiastically described. The other woman, though ...

He had seen her in the lounge, standing at the table, and had a definite suspicion she'd been looking for Proctor.
Why he thought that, he wasn't sure, but as soon as he caught her staring a the signed bar tab, hed known he was
right.

Suddenly he smiled.
Maybe she found him anyway.

Tez paced the length of the South Promenade nervously. Severa times he ducked into the men's room to be sure he
ill looked okay, that nothing had sprouted on his face since the last time he checked. He glanced at his watch. Twice,
sur-reptitiously, he pinched the inside of a wrist to make sure he wasn't dreaming, that he was redly about to spend
who knew how long with a redhead who couldn't possibly be interested in a guy like him, and was.

Hetried, he redly tried to concentrate on an image of her face, to prove to someone, if not himsdf, that he wasn't
solely interested in those incredible legs, those incredible breasts, those incredible full lips.

Hetook a deep breath to cadm himself.

He took another and started walking again.

Soon.

Ten minutes, maybe less, and since he didn't want to ap-pear too eager, he tried to time his arrival a the Employees
Only door in the back corner to just after she stepped through. It had occurred to him only once that she might be
putting him on, and held dismissed the notion instantly.

She was red, she redly wanted to get him alone, and he would do everything he could to make sure she got exactly
what she wanted.



What a night, he thought; oh, boy, what a night.

The phone stopped ringing, and Proctor opened the door, and wondered if he looked as stupid as he félt.

She was beautiful, but there was nothing classic about her, nothing ordinary.

"Mr. Proctor?' she said, afaint accent there in the low and husky voice. "Mr. Ethan Proctor?"

She came up to his chin, her hair thick and ralling to just above her shoulders. Her eyebrows were dark, her eyes
dark brown with a hint of another color, her face perhaps a little wide for some tastes, her nose perhaps a little sharp
for oth-ers. The dress was an expensive one, just as Taz had described it—a scattering of metdlic threads in the dark
green cloth winking even in the hall's subdued lighting. Taz was right about the pendant, too; red, but not a ruby, in a
setting of what looked like serrated dark silver, and he redlized held been staring at it when she repeated his name.

"I'm sorry," he said. A quick smile, one-sided. "Yes, I'm Proctor."

She clutched an evening bag to her stomach. "I have some-thing for you, Mr. Proctor."

Hedidn't get it. "I'm sorry, but | don't know you, do 17" "No." She held out ahand. "Haslic, Mr. Proctor. Petra
Hadlic."

"And ... what isit you have for me, Miss Hadlic?' "Well, for one thing," she said, "I think | can tell you who killed
Shake Waldman."
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he man began to pace. He didn't like being made to wait. Obedience to his command had to be certain, had to be
exact. He should have known his partner would be difficult. For dl her appearance, she was a very strong woman. She
would have to be, to do what she's done for so long with only afew complaints, only a few rebellious moments with a
conscience she very quickly managed to strangle.

Ye he was reasonably sure this tardiness was not an act of defiance. She was too smart for that. She understood
the consequences.

So what kept her?

Why must he wait?

Didn't she understand?

Hewas hungry.

Doc left the gaming floor by the back exit, and found him-sdf watching the storm through the tal glass doors that
opened onto the hotel's Pacific Avenue drive. No one waited & the bl captain's stand, there were no bellmen that he

could see. Under the lifeboat a blue-and-white van waited, exhaust torn from behind it and blown into the rain.

He winced at the sound here, sound that hadn't been able to override the casino's noise—high whistles and higher
keen-ing, and under it dl a throbbing subterranean rumbling.

He frowned.

The storm had grown worse.

The lights dimmed for a second, just long enough for him to know he hadn't imagined it.

From the casino, high-pitched laughter, decidedly nervous.

He was tempted to open one of the doors alittle, to hear the storm's full throat, but voices to his left distracted him.
He saw Paul and the redheaded waitress coming toward him am in am. She wore a light sweater caped over her
shoul-ders, one almost as red as her hair.

"Hey, Doc," he said, grinning broadly. The grin wavered. "You ... are you looking for me?"

Falcon paid no direct attention to the waitress's face, al-though he thought he could see something there, a ghost of
anger. "As amatter of fact, yes. | am."

Taz laughed and hugged the woman's am closer to his side. "Wdll, sorry, Doc, but I'm off duty, remember?"

The woman laughed shrilly. "Yeah, off duty. Come on, Taz, | haven't got dl night, you know." She rested her hand
briefly against his shoulder. "And I'm getting chilly here, you know?'

Taz seemed uncertain now, his smile more strained, as he tried to read Doc's expression.

The woman tugged on his am petulantly. "Come on, huh?' Sill holding on, she leaned toward the North
Promenade. "L ook, he's waiting, okay?'

"Hang on aminute, Dacey," Taz said. "Give me a second here."

"What? This guy's your father or something?' She leaned up and kissed him soundly on the cheek, pressed into
his am. "Come on, hon, let's go."

Taz's cheeks flushed, and his smile became a grin as he findly alowed her to lead him away. "Sorry, Doc," he said.
"You know how it is. See you later.”



Doc said nothing, didn't try to detain him. He had neither the desire nor the inclination to interfere in the young
man's love life, but he didn't think it wise, given Proctor's current mood, that either of them be out of touch for very
long. Yet he could think of no good reason that would convince Paul to stay. He could only watch as they turned the
corner, un-doubtedly heading for the elevators.

That feeling again, the Proctor feeling.
He frowned, told himself not to be foolish.

Ye the temptation to follow the couple was strong. So strong that he required very little debate to overcome his
re-luctance. He dipped a hand into his pocket and ducked into the casino, hurried diagonally across to the North
Promenade exits, reaching them just in time to see Paul and the woman swerve into the elevator acove nearest the
lobby. He waited several seconds to be sure they wouldn't reappear, then waked as quickly as he could without
breaking into a run, taking the corner with mentally crossed fingers, and smiled when he saw that only one elevator
was in motion. With a nod to the se-curity guard, he watched the numbers above the door light up until, to his
surprise, they stopped a the top floor.

Which, as he understood it, was usualy reserved for the biggest spenders, or guests who have more money than
sense. So who would that woman know up there?

"Sr?'
He turned his head.
"May | help you, sir?'

Doc took his hand out of his pocket, examined the bills he had folded into a money clip. "No," he said. "Thank you,
but 1 think Il try again."

"Good luck," the guard said as he walked away.
Doc nodded without looking back, and once on the Prom-enade, wondered what, if anything, he should do now.

The smple fact was, the man the papers cdled the Ripper didn't need anyone to find him prey. He could do that well
enough on his own, and had been doing so for more years than he cared to remember.

Thisway, however, was more enjoyable.

It enabled him to test the limits of the procurers he chose, to see how far he could push them before their greed was
fi-ndly overwhelmed by either their humanity or their horror. More often than not, they lasted quite a while... as long
as they didn't see the fruit of their labor.

So far, Dacey was only one of a handful to continue after seeing what was left of his victims.
That, in fact, surprised him.
And pleased him.

As far as he was concerned, that made her dmost as much a monster as he was. It made more tempting her tentative
re-quest to become one such as he. More tempting because, he hated admitting, he had grown a little londly for a
permanent companion.

He laughed to himsdlf, bowed low to the city that had spawned her, and lifted his face. Tested the ar for scent and
spoor.

And laughed again.
Once the initid glow of excitement faded, Taz began to wonder what he should do now.

He glanced up and down the long corridor, which to him pronounced wedlth and privilege in its generously thick
car-peting, its subdued wallpaper and walnut wainscoting, and the gleaming sconces that held candle-shaped bulbs
quietly burn-ing at what Doc would probably cal arestful level; not to mention the waist-high brick walls topped with
planters that separated each section to give those rooms their own semi-private elevators, the gilt-edged mirrors
between each gold-and-white door, and the Chippendale-styled sideboards in each section, which held multipurpose
telephones, writing pads and utensils, and a gold crystal vase holding fresh flowers.



What didn't fit was the dlight tremor he felt each time the wind dammed into the hotel.

"Hey," Dacey whispered loudly.

He raised an unenthusiastic hand to acknowledge her, but didn't move.

She stood to his right, a corridor's end, at the brushed stedl door of a smdl private elevator that, she'd explained,
used to go dl the way down to the ground floor, but now only moved between here and the closed restaurant and

observation bal-cony four stories above. She had scanned a copy of the key required to work it.

She stood sideways now and beckoned, her eyes dightly closed, har faling over haf her face as her amile
promised much more than she'd given him during the ride up-

There was no sound here, and that unsettled him. He thought he should a least hear something of the storm,
however muf-fled, however distant, but there was nothing but Dacey's in-creasingly impatient voice reminding him
that she only had so much time on her break, and if he didn't hurry it up, he was going to miss out on something redly
special.

Mistake, man, he warned himsalf when he findly got off the mark and walked dowly toward her; this is too good to
be trug, it's gotta be a mistake.

"Where is he?' he asked, not understanding why, suddenly, he was whispering, too.

"Up," shetold him, pointing at the ceiling.

"But | thought..." He stopped, raised apadm. "Hey, wat aminute, this isn't one of those ... you know, those ..."

She giggled. "Jesus, you think he's a voyeur? He's gonna watch?' She laughed, reached out, and grabbed his hand.
"Don't be dilly." Tugged him closer. "Just you and me, Taz." Placed the hand on the rise of her chest and pressed it
into her. Lowered her voice. "Just you and me"

She leaned into him as her free hand dipped the key into its star-shaped slot and turned it.

She kissed his chin.

The doors whispered open, onto a wine-and-brass car.

Now he did hear the storm and, when he allowed himsdf to be pulled in, something else.

Quickly he snapped out a hand to keep the doors from closing, and tilted his head. Listening.

"Taz," she complained, and tried to dap his am down. "Come on, huh? This isn't funny, okay?'

He listened, and heard it again. Just under the roar of the wind, just under the keening—someone laughing. A
full-throated, deep laugh that tirred the hair on the back of his neck. Hagtily he stepped out and backed away. He had
no idea who this guy was or why Dacey wanted him to meet him, but he wasn't going to do it. It didn't fed right, and
Proctor had told him a hundred thousand times that feeling something like this was worth paying attention to. He
needed alot more information before he'd go back into that eleva-tor.

"Taz!"

"Sorry," he said. "l don't care who heis, I'm not going." He glanced at his watch. "Come on, Dacey, let's go down to
my room, okay? There's no—"

She yanked down her top, cupped her hands under her breasts. "You're telling me you're giving up these because
you don't want to meet my friend?"

He swallowed, only barely able to concentrate on her face. "No," he said, hating the way he sounded—not strong
at dl, but tentative. Wesk. "Just introduce them to mein my room. No big deal."

The doors began to slide shut.
She looked down &t her breasts, looked up at him. "Are you sure?’

Jeez, Taz, areyou an idiot or what?



He nodded.
The doors closed just as she swung at the wall in anger, her obscenities cut off before they barely got started.

He waited to seeif she'd change her mind, to see if the doors wouldn't open—now!—and she'd come running out to
tear at his clothes as he hdf carried her, half dragged her down to his floor.

He waited, and laughed hitterly, and as he waited for the regular elevator to come get him, he thought, Doc, | can't
fig-ureit out, but thisis your fault. | don't know how, man, but this is your fault.

"Idiot!" he said miserably, and kicked the wall. Hard.

Proctor stared at the woman in the hal—Shake Waldman? How would someone like this know Shake?—and
stepped aside to dlow her room to comein.

She didn't move.

"Well?' he said.

Her smile was mockingly coy. "A lady likesto be invited."

"Then comein, Ms. Hadlic, please.”

And she did, brushing afinger lightly over his chest as she passed him. "Thank you."

He nodded and closed the door behind her. Watched as she moved about the large room, touching the bedspread,
the backs of the chairs, before turning to face him.

"Y ou should be careful,” she said, "who you ask into your home."

Proctor would have responded with a joke then, but couldn't help noticing the woman wasn't smiling.
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n the first-floor ladies room, Dacey huddlied in the last stal, her sweater pulled tightly over her bare shoulders. She
was angry. She was frightened. After she'd stopped the private el-evator and returned to the eighteenth floor, redized
Tez was already gone, she had panicked. Took the next car dl the way down and seriously considered stealing a coat
from some-where and getting the hel out.

But she couldn't.
He would find her, no matter where she went.

The only sanctuary she could think of was the ladies' room, and on the way she had run into Delmonico, who told
her she'd have to share one of the fourth-floor rooms with some other women because he was sending the hotel van to
the garage and the escort guards home.

"Baron don't want Salvatore driving anymore tonight. He haf drowns or crashes, hell sue our asses off. Youre
stuck, Logetta."

That figures, she thought; Baron's more worried about lega stuff than people getting hurt.

She stared at the sl door, wishing the cleaning staff hadn't been so diligent. Without graffiti to occupy her, dl she
could think of was how pissed he would be that she hadn't brought someone to him.

She punched the door lightly, lifted her head, and glared at the ceiling. She had amost had him, that Tazaretti guy.
All she had to do was stick out her chest, and he was hers. She couldn't believe held refused her.

Now he was going to be mad.

Redlly mad.

Oh, God, she thought; oh, God, what am | going to do?
And the lights went out.

"You have no idea," Taz said miserably, standing beside Doc as the bl captain swept down the hall, grabbed a
huge umbrella from behind his stand, and went outside. Instantly he was shoved to one side, and had to tack against
the wind to reach the idling van. He opened the passenger door, said something to whoever was inside, and stepped
back when the van pulled awvay amost before the door closed again.

Once back inside, he dropped the umbrella against the wall, and noticed the two men.
"Sorry, he's outta here for the night. You gentlemen aren't waiting for aride, are you?"
Taz shook his head, unable to keep from amiling at the prayerful hope in the guy's voice.

Delmonico pressed his pams together, looked skyward, and said, "Thank you, thank you," and with atip of his cap,
swept away again.

"Only anidiot would go out on anight like this," Taz said.
Doc nodded. "Exactly."

Taz looked at him, looked away, tried not to sound sullen. "He's going to be dl right, you know. It's not like we have
to baby-sit him."

"No. That'strue, Paul, that's very true."

"Yeah, wdl..." He sidestepped into the casino, pulled two five-dollar chips from his pocket, bounced them in his
hand, and put them back as he returned to Doc's side. "I don't see him, and | don't fed like going in. If Dacey's in there,



shell pour drinks dl over me.”
Doc checked hiswatch. "My friends," he said thoughtfully.
Taz checked his. "There's a show in an hour. Maybe | could see that?'
"Whatever you wish, Paul."
"What | wish, you screwed up, Doc, thanks alat, | don't know how you did it, but thanks awhale lot."
Doc smiled briefly. "Y ou're welcome.”
"What about the boss?*
"Oh, | think Proctor might well be occupied.”
Taz couldn't believeit. "Heis? Y ou think?'
Doc shrugged.
"Y ou know who?"'
"I might."
Taz shuddered at a draft that slipped up his pants legs. "Come on, Doc, who?"

Doc checked his watch again. "l am pretty sure awoman who came into the lounge earlier was looking for him." He
turned his head dowly. "l also believe it was the lady who stepped on your foot.”

"What?' Taz redized he had shouted, and lowered his voice to a disbelieving stage whisper. "Petra? He's with
Petra?'

"I didn't say that, Paul. | merely said it's possible.”

"Oh, great. Now, that's just great. Two gorgeous ladies in one night, and | get aced out of both of them." His
expres-sion turned sour. "That's just great."

"You're young," Falcon said as he walked into the casino, heading for the escalators. "Youll get over it."
"Sure | will," Taz answered, knowing Doc couldn't hear him. "Oh, yeah, sure | will."

With hands stuffed in his pockets, he watched the storm for a few minutes, shivering even though he couldn't fed
the cold.

There were moments when the rain seemed to stop, and the night became astonishingly clear; there were moments
when the rain seemed to mix with streaks of fog; and he wasn't at dl surprised when, as he findly decided he might as
wdl catch that show, dl the lights went out.

Murray Cobb groaned when the television and lamps snapped off, leaving him in complete darkness until his
vi-sion adjusted to the watery glow that came through his eleventh-floor window. That much was a reliefF—the whole
city hadn't gone out, thank God. And just his luck that he de-cides to stay at the Lighthouse, being cheaper than alot
of other places he could mention down here, and which is the one that loses power. He sighed, wriggled his toes, and
pushed out of the chair, a groan this time for the aches in his knees. He stretched, considered chucking the night and
going to bed, considered how perfect a night like this was for a monster like the one crawling around out there, and
instead padded in stocking feet to the kitchenette, where he pulled a bottle of beer from the refrigerator. It was only his
third of the night, third since seven o'clock, but he ill fdt alittle guilty as he twisted off the cap. Maybe he shouldn't
drink it. Maybe his mind needed to be sharp tonight. Maybe that nice lieutenant will need his help. Maybe, he
thought, nobody gives a damn.

Reno Baron, for just the first second &fter the lights went out, lifted his am to throw the champagne bottle against
the wall. Was anything else going to go wrong today? Immedi-ately, he pulled his am down and looked for some
wood to knock on, found it at his office door, and rapped it three times with a knuckle. No need tempting the Fates, not
today. As he fumbled for the doorknob, he could hear the night clerks curs-ing, and when he opened the door, he dso
heard the dread-ful silence in the casino, the moans and groans and nervous laughter of his guests.



"Where the hell are the candles?' one of the clerks asked.

Reno leaned against the jamb, noting how spooky the lobby looked with only the faint glow from a boardwalk
streetlamp. "Fifteen seconds, the backup will be on," he said, and grinned when the clerks jumped. "Sorry." He wasn't.
It was the best thing that had happened to him dl day.

Firg, the storm—Ilarger and dower moving than forecast; then trouble in housekeeping as the maids refused to
work on the fourth floor because of Bruno, who seemed to have no end of energy when it came to weeping loudly,
screaming once in a while, moaning like a banshee, and swinging back to weeping again; then a counter had been
caught at one of the blackjack tables; and that damn Lieutenant MacEdan had cdled twice, to see if the Acmarov
woman remembered any-thing sensible about her encounter, to which Baron could only say, honestly, that he didn't
know, that he wasn't a cop, and that maybe the lieutenant should come to the hotel if she wanted more answers.

"It's been more than fifteen seconds,” one of the clerks said nervoudly.

Tell me about it, he thought; then shoot me.

The garage was only ablock away, but it felt like ten as Sd fought the wind and rain heading back to the hotel. His
dicker was awaste, his shoes were heavy, and he could barely see, so he waked with his head down, staring at the
pitted sidewak.

And hewas cold.

There wasn't a part of him that didn't fed likeit had turned to ice.

Patrick, he figured, was laughing his ass off, nice and dry in his apartment. Laughing because Sd had foolishly
volun-teered to drive the van this week, take staff to homes too far to wak to, just to earn a few stupid extra bucks.
Now he was drenched to the skin, definitely in line for ahdl of a cold if not outright pneumonia, and because he lived
down in Mar-gate and his car was up on blocks, held have to use one of those stupid fourth-floor rooms again.

He hated those rooms.

Too crowded, too smely, no way in hdl he'd ever get laid, and Delmonico forever dragging him out for one thing or
an-other. While Patrick sat home, laughing his ass off.

He blinked rain from his eyes, hunched his shoulders against the wind, and cursed halfheartedly when a gust nearly
top-pled him off the curb. A patrol car sped past, and he was caught by the wave it threw over the pavement. Not, he
thought as he trod dismdly on, that he was any wetter than before. That was impossible. Hell, this whole goddamn
night was im-possible. Just his luck it'd dl turn to snow and he'd freeze to death before he got back.

A glance up to get his bearings, and he sighed when he redlized he was across the street from the Lighthouse. He
didn't bother to check for traffic; he moved as quickly as his giff legs would carry him, thinking about changing
clothes and heading for the nearest bar.

Hafway across, dl the lights went out, those that rimmed the overhang, and inside as wel. No windows lit up. The
place so abruptly dark he couldn't even see the gulls on the obelisks.

Despite the wind and rain, he stopped.

Out here there was still some light; in there was nothing.

=, he thought, | know what you're thinking, but you gotta go in before Delmonico fries your ass.
But he didn't want to.

He did not want to go in there.

The lights went out.

And PetraHadlic said, "Don't move."
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he Ripper howled and raged as the scent of fresh prey faded. He snarled at the storm, daring it to bresk in and
challenge his power; he whirled and put a fist through the wal that encased the elevator shaft; he whirled again and
picked up a heavy chair he hurled across the room, follow-ing it with long strides to pick it up again and fling it
one-handed in the opposite direction. How dare shel

Again, and once again, moving in time to the lightning strikes over the sea, he threw the chair and chased after it,
stopping only when there was nothing left to pick up but splin-ters. By then, he had reached an equilibrium between
his anger and his hunger, a ddlicate temporary state that allowed him, for the time being, to think reasonably clearly.
Dacey would have to be dedt with; that was a given. Unfortunately it would have to be later, when he was findly
sated and in a much better mood.

He nodded. Y es, alesson would have to be taught. First, however, he needed to marshal hiswitsin order to
conduct the lesson properly. To do otherwise would mean time wasted because she'd be quite dead and no use to him
at all-First thingsfirst.

Right now he wanted ... he needed his nourishment. With-out it, dl else was moot.

He stood at the elevator's burnished door and fussed with his clothes, straightening his suit jacket, his tie, brushing
pams across his trousers, smoothing his lapels. He liked this suit. It wasn't a perfect fit, but he liked the way it made
his shoulders seem allittle wider, his waist alittle more narrow. If he was able to keep it clean after tonight, he decided
to find atailor who could duplicate it. Different colors, of course. Brown redly didn't suit him.

Once satisfied, and after asingle pass of a hand over his hair, he touched the keyhole with a fingertip, and after a
long moment fdlt the car begin to dimb toward him.

Rage held hunger in check.

The storm couldn't reach him, and that made him smile, lightened his mood.

Perhaps, he thought, one finger brushing a stray hair away from atemple, this situation won't be so bad after dl.
Perhaps, just perhaps, this was one of those so-called bless-ings in disguise.

Lightning turned the room a vivid white, snapping shadows into place before they vanished when the room
blackened again.

Perhaps, he thought as he stepped into the car and the doors closed behind him, it was high time he stopped
relying on others. Stopped playing the games that, if truth be told, redly didn't amuse him anymore. Stopped blaming
people like Dacey Logetta for his own foolish faults.

He faced the door, considered for a moment, and pressed a button. Fet the car shudder faintly, as if reluctant to
move before it findly did.

Perhapsit was at last time for anew game. New rules.

Hafway to his destination the car juddered to a halt, the interior lights dimming until they were out. He shook his
head in disgust and pressed the button again, harder this time, and amid the hollow voice of the wind in the elevator
shaft, the car moved downward.

Perhaps, he thought afew seconds later, as the doors did open and he stepped into the dark... perhaps it was time
to stop being so insufferably solemn and just have alittle fun.
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roctor's chair faced the window. When he looked down at himsdf it was as if he had turned grey; even his skin
looked bloodless. Petra sat on the far side of the coffee table; he couldn't see her a dl, save for an occasiona glint of
dl-ver thread when she shifted, a pale, ghostly hint of skin, once in awhile a pinpoint of light where her eyes watched
him.

He leaned back and crossed his legs. He amost smiled. So far, this weekend escape wasn't turning out anything like
Lana had planned. It was alot more interesting.

"Tak to me Miss Hadic," he said quietly. "What about Shake?"'

He heard her dress shift, heard something snap, and a tightly folded piece of paper was tossed onto the table. He
picked it up, but he didn't open it; it was too dark.

"l am a professional gambler, Mr. Proctor,” she said, in an accent he was unable to identify, in a tone that made no
apolo-gies for her life. "Not big stakes. Enough to keep me from starving, and buy me nice things once in a while. |
travel quite a lot. | come here once a year or so, and that's how | knew Shake. We were ... not friends, exactly.
Colleagues." The sense of a gmile. "Not competitors, colleagues. Smdl-timers, Mr. Proctor. As Shake used to say,
we're small-timers.”

"Proctor," he said. "Please call me Proctor."

"Very wel. But how do you know Shake, Proctor? I've seen your friends, and with no disrespect to his memory, he
doesn't seem to fit."

It wasn't the first time someone was surprised or puzzled by the company he kept and the people he knew; and, like
dl those other times, he offered no explanation. He met peo-ple on cases—in this instance, one he had worked on with
Granna MacEdan long before she made lieutenant—and he remembered them, and they, for one reason or another,
re-membered him.

"A long story," was the only answer he gave her, and added quickly, "Where are you from, Miss Hadic? Your
accent... | can't quite place it. Familiar, but | ill can't...”

. "Everywhere," she told him, and he sensed the smile again. "As| said, | travel quite alot. In my profession.”

"Asasmdl-time gambler.”

"Exactly. Asasmdl-time gambler."

He wished he could see her face, her eyes. Except for those instances of implied humor, he could tell nothing from
her voice except that he was beginning to enjoy listening to it. Even if she had ducked the question. He also had a
strong fedling he should never play cards with this woman.

He held up the paper. "Miss Haslic—"

"Turnabout," she interrupted. "It's Petra. If it does not make you uncomfortable, then please ... cdl me Petra.”

A one-sided smile and anod. "Sure. So, Petra, what's this?'

"The night before he was murdered, we spoke. | was leav-ing town. Moving on. For someone like me, it doesn't pay
to be noticed, and if | stay too long in one place, like Shake and the others in our little community, | an noticed. | had
no spe-cific plans, but | was heading west. Time to leave, nothing more."

He knew what she meant, but he couldn't help thinking that she'd undoubtedly be noticed no matter what.

"We were on the boardwalk, saying our good-byes, when he gave that to me He told me to keep it, the paper, and it
had your name on it."



"Then, why didn't you call me when he was killed?'
"I was long gone by then, Proctor. | didn't know about his death until quite recently.”

"Ah." He scratched behind one ear. "So this is what, a pleasant coincidence? My being here the same time you
are?'

"There are such things as coincidences, Proctor, you know. Predestination notwithstanding, it is a natura
occurrence, no precedents required, or interventions of the Divine."

He nodded; but if coincidence was natural, so was suspi-cion.
The wind pulsed; rain slapped against the pane.

"You doubt," she said into the silence, and he was startled. She laughed, alow and husky laugh deep in her throat.
"You may even suspect | have something to do with this Ripper person. Coincidence, you see."

"No," he said. "I redly doubt you have anything to do with this Ripper.”

"Y ou think awoman is not capable of such things?'

His smile told her he didn't buy that one for a minute. For dl the books and essays, dl the theories and
psychological profiling currently in vogue, he knew firsthand that some women can easily be as physicaly ruthless as
some men. They can easily be just as monstrous.

When they kill, however they kill, their victims are just as dead.

Siver winked and cloth rustled as she got to her feet and moved to the window. Her arms hugged her stomach. Her
head was dightly bowed. Seeing her, however faintly, for the first time since the lights went out, he was struck once
more by her curious beauty. And, he noted in mild surprise, that she'd taken her shoes off, that she wore no stockings.

She lay a pdm against the pane. "The night," she said qui-etly, amost covered by the wind. The padm did
downward. "I've seen many sunrises, many sunsets, but.. . but there's nothing like the night, Proctor. Nothing like a
storm in the middle of the night."

"Ah," he said with agrin, "the children of the night, how sweetly they sing."

She turned her head, haf her face in shadow. "Y ou have no idea, Proctor, how true that is."

Dacey cowered in the gtall, dipping to the floor, legs curled tightly beneath her. Tears coated her cheeks; she was
cold, the sweater doing her no good at al; she couldn't move except to turn her head, aming one ear, then the other, at
the sounds she thought she heard.

Please, she prayed; please please please.

She didn't stop praying until she heard the outer door swing open.

A soft voice, and urgent; "Bellman.”

No sooner had he gotten inside than Sd had been handed a flashlight and stationed midway aong the South
Promenade, next to the men's room. It was his job to make sure none of the guests broke aleg or got lost or became
hysterical.

"Bdlman."

He had no idea where that fat toad Delmonico was. Prob-ably in one of the bars, trading stories and beers with the
bar-tender. Patrick, of course—

"Bellman, | need your assistance.”

"Sure thing, sir," he said as he turned, wincing at the fed of wet socks in his shoes. "What seems to be the
problem?'

"l believe someone has had a heart attack in the men's room."



WEell, shit, he thought; now ain't that just my luck.

"Please, come with me. I'm a doctor, it's dl right, but | need your assistance now, and your light, or were going to
lose him."

"Right behind you, sir," Sal said. "Right behind you."

Proctor wasn't sure how it happened.

The room had grown stuffy, and a damp chill made even the chair unpleasant to the touch. Rumblings in the hal as
guests gathered to complain about the lack of power. He half expected someone to knock on the door and request his

pres-ence at the manager-burning in the lobby, asif Baron were personally responsible for the outage. And assuming
any of the guests were going to tramp down fourteen flights of stairs in the dark.

He wasn't sure how it happened, but he dropped the note onto the coffee table and was on his feet and standing
beside her, watching grey strips of clouds twist out of the dark over the hotels, and boardwalk, the irregular strip of
sand he could see. Her hand somehow found its way to hisarm. A light touch, pdm against the outside of his biceps.
Not an invita-tion, but more intimate than anything he had fdt in along, long time.

Without her shoes the top of her head just reached his chin, and if hed wanted to he could have lowered his head
with-out effort and kissed her hair.

He blinked and looked away quickly.

Jesus, Proctor.

She wore no perfume, but he could smell it anyway.

Damn.

"Who?" he said, aware he was whispering when there was no need. "Who killed him?'

"It'sin the note."

"Tell meanyway."

The hand did away, not leaving his am until it reached his elbow. Unmistakable regret.

Proctor, what the hell's going on here?

"He was in Resorts, | think, Shake was. Maybe it was Cae-sar's. | redly don't remember. He was very tired"—a smdl
smile—"he told me the jacks were winking a him. You must understand, Proctor, that sometimes we get a feding. We
get a hunch. We think maybe were about to get a little more lucky than our skill usualy alows. Shake sat in on a

high-stakes game that night. Only a couple of hands, just enough to know that his hunch was wrong, that he was in
much over his head. But—"

The lights flickered, and they started, turned toward the lamps just as they went out again.
"Ah, wdl," she said with a shrug, and looked back at the city.
"The people at the table," he said carefully. "Didn't they notice him? | mean, if—"

"We are invisble to most," she said, a statement of fact, no plea for sympathy. "It is how we survive. As | said, it
doesn't pay for any of us to get noticed, and we make sure we don't. The right clothes, the right expressions, not
win-ning too much, not losing too much when the games turn against us... to most, Proctor, we smply do not exist. In
avery red sense, were a strange kind of ghost. Shake knew this, and knew—he hoped they wouldn't remember him,
those players at the table.

"While he played, they spoke as if he weren't there. Not very much, as | understand it, but enough to make him
leave. | think, in a hurry. | think, that's why he was noticed. He left too quickly. He forgot the rules of our world, and he
drew attention to himsdif.

"Coincidence, Proctor. These players, they were talking about you."

He stared at her, hard, but he didn't interrupt.



"Shake was not too specific to me about this, or in the note. It was written so he would have someone to share what
he had learned, not as areport. | an doubting these players used the exact words, but Shake was convinced that they
were planning to kill you."

"Over here, bellman. Hurry. Flash your light over here."

Taz remembered the notice card in his room, the one that claimed the hotel had a state-of-the-art backup system that
would not let its guests suffer inconvenience for too long. Although he couldn't see his watch, he was pretty sure the
power had been off for nearly twenty minutes. In the casino he heard complaints begin to overtake the jokes. Once, he
heard a sharp voice, acommanding voice that suggested some-one might have tried to help himsdf to a couple of extra
chips.

He had stayed where he was, at the gambling floor's rear doors, figuring there was no use moving around, since
there was, right now, no place to go. His room was on the tenth, the show on the Gdlery level, and the dealers and pit
bosses— sorry, he corrected to himsdf; floor managers—were concen-trating on protecting the hotel's assets. From
the celling battery-powered spotlights had been lowered to shine on each table, and he could see the staff hovering at
the edges of each pale white cone. The way his luck was running, if he tried to move elsewhere hed trip over
something and break his neck.

Oh, the hel with this, he thought and made his way carefully through the casino to the escalators on the right,
climbed up to the Gallery, and tried to remember which way the Sea Cruise Theater was.

When the lights flickered, he saw alarge poster directly in front of him, an arrow at the bottom pointing to his right.
A shrug at such luck, and he started in that direction; when the lights went out again, he took two more steps before
some-one collided with him, sending them both to the floor, him on the bottom.

"God damn,” awoman's angry voice said in his ear. "Why the hell don't you look where you're going?’

"l don't see anybody," Sd said, sweeping the flashlight around the tiled floor. He scowled. He didn't have any time
for this kind of crap. "What's going on here, huh? | don't see anybody."

A soft footstep.

Thefaint scent of cloves.

"Damnit, isthis some kind of joke? Where is he?"
"I'm right behind you."

Proctor sat on the corner of the bed and stared at the floor. At the shadow-drops of rain, the stop-and-go trails of
them as they did down the window, how they smmered in the wind.

Her bare feet gliding across the carpet, the dight tremor in her voice, low and husky: "Proctor, are you dl right?'

Being threatened was nothing new. He had been that, and much worse. He had seen things this woman would not
be-lieve possible, not even in nightmares within nightmares within dreams.

A gentle hand on his shoulder: "Proctor, what's wrong?"

When he looked up, she backed off a step, but quickly, her hands not sure what they should do.
"Shake died last year," he said flatly. "Last fall."

Her hands finally met in a clasp, an dmost schoolmarm stance.

"You knew this all along, and you didn't try to find me."

"l was away."

"Y ou could have come back."

"Y ou could have been dead by then."

"Y ou could have come back."



The lights came on. Went out.

She returned to the window, her back to him, and straight. "Shake ... dear Shake was ..." She shrugged.
"Unreliable," he suggested.

She nodded. "To be kind. | didn't know if | should believe him or not."

He shook his head. "Y ou believed him, Petra."

"How do you know that?"

His amile, just a corner of his mouth, would not have made her smile in return. "1 know."

She bowed her head; her ams moved to hug herself just under her breasts. "Yes" she said at last. "That | do
believe."

"Then, why didn't you come back?"

She turned on him then, one hand in a fist a her waist, her face contorted with anger, and something else. "I did!
Isn't that enough that | did?"

"You said it yourself—I could have been dead. If | had been, you'd be alittle late, wouldn't you say?"

Siver threads flaring, winking, as she waked iffly away from the window, back to her chair, back to the dark.
"No," she said once she was settled. Her voice was cdm. Confident. "No."

He didn't know what to do. This woman, this cliched, beau-tiful, mysterious stranger, comes to him in the middle of
the night in the middle of aterrific storm and claims that a group of unknown people are plotting to kill him, for reasons
also unknown. Except that this so-called plot was overheard last October, and he's ill dive four months later. There
have been no assassin's bullets, knives, or hit-and-runs; no bombs, no nothing.

If these men, whoever they are, are his executioners, they're pretty damn inept.

Assuming Shake was right, that is. Assuming this woman ... what, Proctor? Assuming what? You don't even know
if she iswho she says sheis.

Y& Shake was murdered. Gunned down in the middle of the city, daylight. Everyone, Lieutenant MacEdan
included, believed it had been a deadly fight between gamblers. And maybe it was, but not the way anyone had it
figured.

The lamps began to glow.

Sowly, like stage lights rising, they brightened, and he couldn't help watching her as the light filled in the details.
Watching so hard, in fact, that it took him a second to red-ize she was amiling a him, just one step away from
laugh-ing aloud.

"You're taking this awfully lightly," he grumbled, pushing off the bed. He grabbed the note from the coffee table,
stuffed it in his pocket, and reached for his jacket.

"You," she countered, "don't seem to be taking it serioudly at dl."

He watched her for a long time, long enough to force her to lower her gaze to her lgp, to her hands. Then: "I'm
hun-gry. I'm going to grab a sandwich or something before the power goes again. Would you like something?"

She looked up at him without raising her head.

He saw that smile again, barely there.

As she dipped on her shoes, asilent afirmative, he couldn't resist: "Tel me something.”
"If | can."

"Who are you, Petra? No more stories about gamblers and traveling around. Who are you, realy?’
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ike New Year's Eve, Proctor thought. The elevator had been packed dl the way down, dl those caught in their
rooms fleeing to lower ground. Forced and genuine laughter, jovid conversations between strangers, one indignant
elderly couple who apparently considered them-selves an officid delegation to the manager to redress the wrong.

By the time they reached the Gdlery, he was pinned in the corner, Petra pressed against his am, by her expression
amused at dl the fuss and bother. He, on the other hand, couldn't wait to get out. Disturbed by the closeness and the
dozen increas-ingly raucous people jammed in with him, he was aso both-ered by her touch, and the idea that he
shouldn't be, yet was.

By the time they reached the Galery and dl but the d-derly couple had hustled out, he was ready to shoot
someone.

"Claustrophobic?' Petra asked as she left ahead of him, not waiting for an answer.

That smile again. Knowing, and amused.

He followed her to the open perimeter, where he was pum-meled by the noise—human voices, the casino's voice,
and somewhere deep in the background the constant voice of the storm. Reno Baron stood near the entrance to the
Briny, as-suring a quartet of well-dressed women that his men, even as they spoke, were making sure the backup
generators would not fal again. Proctor touched Petrals am, and they waked west to the end, turned the corner, and
followed the chest-high wal south toward the Davy Jones, a burger and sand-wich shop tucked into the far corner.

As they waked, taking their time, he glanced into the shop windows on his right, gifts and clothing and jewdry. A
hair salon. A travel agent. All of them dark. At the same time he watched her reflection, frowning once when it seemed
to shim-mer and vanish, and he had to check to be sure she was il there.

"Like a party,” she said. A wave of her |eft hand toward the casino floor. "They've turned it into a party.”

"Until the power goes again,” he answered. "Then they'll be alynch mob."

She laughed silently. "Such optimism, Proctor." A nod then. "There—isn't that one of your friends?"

The wdl to the left of the Davy Jones was covered with gold-framed posters announcing the stars and theme of the
next Sea Cruise presentation. Taz stood in front of them, talk-ing animatedly with a young woman. Her hair was black
and curly, her figure slight; she wore a sweatshirt and tights, and he pegged her for a dancer.

"A nice young man," Petra said as they approached.

Proctor shrugged. "Heis, most of the time. But you make yourself sound old."

"Older than | look, Proctor. Older than | look."

The way she said it, with an amost palpable melancholy, made him stare until she turned her head and stared back.
Just for a second. Long enough for him to wonder, and look away.

Tez spotted them and waved them over, to the dear con-sternation of his companion. "Hey, Boss. Helo again,
Petra. Thought wed lost you. Guys, this is Suze. Suze Acmarov. She'sin the show. Pretty neat, huh?"

Proctor nodded a polite greeting, and Petra asked her how long she'd been a dancer, stepping aside to bring the
woman with her as she answered.

With ady grin Taz said, "Nice," and poked him with an elbow. Closed his eyes briefly and said, "Sorry."
Proctor just looked at him, watched at how easily Petra be-friended the girl, and wondered again. "We're grabbing a

sand-wich. You want in?' His tone indicated more than a polite request and Taz, after a moment's visible temptation to
argue, nodded reluctantly.



"Thanks." Proctor stepped back, drawing Taz with him, and in alow voice explained what Petra had told him. "I
think—"

"Work," Taz said sternly. "That's work, Proctor, and you're not supposed to, remember?"

"Taz, were talking about some people who maybe want to kill me. | don't think Lana would mind if | thought about
that for alittle while, do you?"

. Taz wasn't sure. "That was months ago. Even if it'strue, and | kind of doubt it, they'll be long gone, don't you
think?"

Proctor moved to the wdl, a crooked finger summoning him to his side. "They're here every day," he said, pointing
with his chin a the crowds swarming the casino floor. "Or their types.”

He pointed again, this time along the Gdlery and beyond the escalators, indicating a number of red velvet ropes
at-tached by hooks to brass stanchions—the understated division between those who played below, and those who
played up here, for stakes far higher than any of the others could pos-sibly afford. From their angle neither could see
into the high-raller enclaves, but if the velvet ropes didn't do the job, a man in a tuxedo in front of each was there to
meake sure the only people who went in were the people who could manage the ante.

"They," he explained, "are hunters, Taz. They hunt each other, and they hunt suckers with fat wallets. It doesn't
make any difference how they dress, they're till hunters, and as ruthless as any predator you'll ever meet."

Taz frowned and rested his arms on the wadl, looked down, looked to the velvet ropes. "Okay. So ... what?"

"Thisistheir hunting ground. If they were here before, they'll be here again. The easiest bet youll ever find in this
place."

"Boss—Proctor, you're paranoid.”
"So?I'm still dive, aren't 17"

Sowly, painfully, Dacey struggled to her feet. Her legs wanted to cramp; her ams wanted to cramp. She'd been so
ill for so long, when she finadly made it to her feet she was forced to grab the top of the stall wall to keep from fdling.
Yet she didn't leave until she heard voices on the other side, lots of voices, most of them complaining about the hotel
and the power. She opened the door and stepped out; no one looked at her. A toilet flushed. A faucet ran full. She had
no idea who had come in earlier, and she didn't care. She wanted people, tons of people around her, and she headed
straight for her sta-tion in the Dunes, the ground floor casino bar. As she did, she glanced up and saw the kid, the one
with dl the hair, the one she amost had in the elevator. She wanted to scream at him, give him the finger, for doing this
to her. It would have been dl right if it wasn't for him. Everything would have been dl right.

Now he was probably furious, tearing things apart as the hunger took hold, as he had done before when she hadn't
come through for him. Maybe taking someone in one of the rooms, a violation of his primary rule—never foul your
own nest—which would make him very angry a her indeed.

She had to makeit up to him.

She didn't know how, but she would make it up to him.

If she didn't, dl the money in the world wouldn't be able to save her.

Bruno Gladman sat on his bed in T-shirt and boxers, hud-dled against the wall, knees drawn to his chest, ams
wrapped tightly around his shins. He was a large man, as large as his name implied, but not nearly as strong. Every
time one of the cops assigned to guard him came in, he jumped and tried to push himsef into the plaster; every time
the wind slapped rain against the window, he whimpered; every time he heard someone in the hdl, he closed his eyes
and prayed as hard as he could.

When the lights went out, he didn't scream; he bit down so hard on his lips that he bled. When the lights returned,
his shirt and legs were speckled with blood, but he didn't leave the bed to clean himsdf. He stayed where he was,
licking his lips until the bleeding stopped.

Bruno was twenty-eight.

He had the absolute conviction he would not live to see twenty-nine.



He shuddered as he exhaled, whimpered when the rain slapped at the window, moaned when the wind moaned, and
he prayed.

As hard as he could, he prayed.

There was nothing else he could do.

Not after what he had seen.

The Davy Jones was brightly lit and not very crowded; food of any kind was not high on the list of things to do
after being trapped in a room or an elevator for a good haf an hour, and the brightness levd was so high, it
discouraged lin-gering. Some thirty sgquare tables, most barely large enough to seat two, were scattered around the
white-tile floor, haf of them pushed up against a padded bench that ran the length of the left wal and among most of
the rear. On the right was the serving station—order your sandwich or burger, push your tray aong a stainless-steel
shelf, pick a dessert from the dis-play, pick up your order, turn the corner, and pay a the reg-ister.

Cheap, efficient—eat quick and get out.

The walls were a reflective white, except for a colorful mura that ran around its middle—ships and mermaids and
fish, swvimmers and divers, dl headed to the bottom, for, Proc-tor presumed, Davy Jones' locker.

He chose the back wdl and pushed two red-topped tables together. Petra immediately sat on the bench, and Taz
volun-teered to get the food, after first making it clear that Proctor was not to sit on either of the chairs.

Before he walked off, Proctor grabbed his arm. "Doc," he said.

"Aw, come on, Boss—Proctor, have a heart, huh?"

Proctor looked at him.

"All right, all right, but he's not going to likeit."

"He doesn't have to."

Once Taz was gone, Proctor, feding amost childishly spite-ful, took the seat opposite Petra When their knees
touched, he eased back, trying not to make his sudden discomfort appear too obvious. Behind him a group of women
chattered in shotgun Spanish; chairs scraped across the floor; an old man muttered loudly to himsdf between slurps
of soup; off to the right, one of the short-order cooks sang enthusiastically and off-key.

Proctor leaned back, the chair too smdl to be redly com-fortable, and shifted his gaze from Petra to the murd, this
section depicting an underwater pirate ship manned by skele-tons heading straight for a cave in which he could see
two bright green dlanted eyes. He looked back to Petra and thought, yes, sr, pa, you redly know how to treat a lady
right.

"Before the others return,” she said suddenly, making him blink, forcing him to focus.

Hetilted his head. Waited.

"Shake told me some very little of what you do."

"Did he now," he said without smiling.

She nodded. "It is making me wonder, then, why you are not interested in this ... this Ripper murderer. 1 would think
this would be something you're interested in, yes?"'

The clutch of Hispanic women rose in laughter; the old man muttered more loudly; one of the servers yelled at the
cook to shut the hel up.

The rabbit hole, he thought; I've fallen down the damn rabbit hole.
Her eyes widened dlightly, a silent repetition of her ques-tion.

He touched his neck with two fingers. "He tears out throats. That mekes him bizarre, probably sck, certainly
disgusting. It doesn't make him interesting. Not to me, anyway."



"The mysterious fog?'
He looked over his shoulder. Where the hell was Taz?
Gently: "Proctor.”

"Ice," he said impatiently, and instantly, and instantly re-gretted it. "Dry ice. A magician's trick. Smply, he wears an
insulated belt or straps that have pockets of dry ice with vents he controls with strings or zippers, depending. There
are chem-icals, too, that produce the same effect, but the ddivery's the same. He can make it look as if he's steaming,
on fire, or even mdting. | saw one who had some miniature fans, and | do mean miniature, so he could pretty much get
the stuff to go where he wanted, for alimited time within alimited area." He lifted a hand. "Simple enough.”

"Those women who were attacked, the one who survived said the street was covered with it, they could barely see
where they were going when they tried to run. And that woman on the boardwalk, she said—"

"Terrified," he explained impatiently, looking over his shoulder again. "Terror can make you see, and do, very
strange things." He rapped a knuckle thoughtfully on the table. " ou seem to know alot about this stuff.”

"Tome," she answered, "it is interesting.”

The noise level increased when a group of young menin jeans and college sweatshirts spilled into the shop, going
over each roll in a craps session asiif they were rdliving every play in a championship football game. Proctor winced at
their bois-terous entrance, winced again when some, gill loudly, began flirting with the servers. When he returned his
attention to Petra, he didn't fed much better. He couldn't figure this woman out, he couldn't figure out why Taz was
taking so long, and he wondered why even perfect strangers seemed to assume he would automatically look into every
oddball crime that came down the pike.

If she only knew the kind of things he redlly took an in-terest in.

"The interrogation is late."

He frowned. "What?"

"Your friends," she said mildly, gesturing toward the en-trance. "They are late for the interrogation."
"They're not going to interrogate you. What gave you that idea?'

"They will want to know what | know," she answered. "You can tell them yoursdf, but you want a least the bald
one to hear it directly from me" Her face darkened. "I think I'm not happy with that."

He reached across the table to take her hand. "Look, Petra, if I've insulted you, forgive me, | didn't mean to." Her
fin-gers folded around his, a gentle squeeze before they relaxed. "Honestly, | didn't mean it. But if there's someone
after me—"

"Not if, Proctor," she said diffly, freeing her hand, diding away from the table so she could stand. "Not if."

Startled by her change in mood, he shoved his chair back so hard in order to get up before she left, that it toppled,
and when he turned to reach for her am as she passed, his feet caught in the legs and he fel sideways, grabbing the
nearest table as he went and pulling it down on top of him.

The room went abruptly quiet.

He watched helplessly as she left without looking back, then swore at himsdlf as he shoved the table away. Looked
up and saw Taz and Doc standing over him.

"Smooth," Taz said sadly. "Rea smooth, Boss."

Doc stretched out a hand and hauled Proctor effortlesdy to his feet, his expression carefully neutral. Proctor dusted
himsdf off, ignoring the looks from the other customers as he pushed between the two men and headed for the exit.
Once on the Gdlery he hesitated, not knowing which direction to go. He couldn't see her, couldn't believe she could
move so fast, that she was gone aready. He stepped over to the wall and looked right and down, but she wasn't on the
escalator, nor was she anywhere on the floor that he could see.

Doc came up beside him. "Paul told me about these men."



He nodded absently.

"What do you want to do?"

"I want to find Petra.”

"Proctor," Taz said, "I think that ship has sailed."

"I need to find her."

Doc tapped his am. "There are more important matters at the moment."

"No, in fact there aren't.” Leaning back against the wdl, he ran his fingers along his jaw, pulled a his nose. "She
told me she knew something about what | did. About the specia cases, | mean. She said Shake told her a couple of
things about them, and that's why she wanted to talk to me Not just about the message the poor jerk gave her to give
me, but about this Ripper guy."

Taz spread his hands—so?

"All Shake ever knew was that I'm an investigator. | never said aword to him about anything else." He checked the
cor-ridors again. "She lied to me, gentlemen, and | want to know why. | want to know how she knows so much about
me."

Petra stood just inside the theater's wide entrance, trying to lose hersdlf in what few shadows there were, hoping
Proc-tor wouldn't come this way, wouldn't look this way if he did. She scolded hersdlf for wearing this ridiculous
dress; it caught every stray hit of light and turned her into a beacon. It was a foolish choice, chosen by afoolish heart.

She dared a peek around the corner, and saw them clustered at the wadl. Proctor looked angry. No, he looked
deter-mined. She ducked back and moved deeper into the lobby, keeping against the wal, doing her best to appear as
if she were waiting for someone.

But she couldn't wait much longer.

As soon as her pride-driven temper had taken her from the food place, her nostrils had widened.

The scent.

Hewas here.

She had fled to avoid being stopped by Proctor, and to give herself a chance to think about what to do next.
Knowing that whatever it was, she wouldn't be able to do it lone. He was here, in this hotel, and dl these people were
going to be his victims unless ...

Her eyes closed.

Her breathing eased.

... unless she got to him first.
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"Hadlic," Proctor told the desk dlerk. "Petra Hadlic, and before you ask, no, | don't know how to spell the last name."

"I'm sorry, sir," Stu Hockman told him, making no move toward the keyboard or his terminal. "She's not a guest at
the hotel."

Proctor said, "Check."
"I can assure you, sir, that—"

"Check," he said again, and nodded sharply at the key-board. He didn't care how good this guy thought he was, he
wanted to be sure. Besides, how could he trust the memory of a grown man who wore admira's braids on his stupid
desk derk jacket? He scowled when the younger man made a mistake and had to begin his search again, redized he
was scowl-ing and took a step back, the fingers of his left hand rubbing over the bal of his thumb.

Thiswasn't like him; thiswasn't like him at all.

Y& when someone tapped his shoulder, he turned dowly, knowing full well what his expression was like. Even if he
hadn't, he could easily have guessed by the way Taz stepped back hastily and Doc stiffened.

"Do not push me on this," he told them quietly. "Do not push me."

Tez started to say something, and Doc grabbed his wrist to shut him up.
"Then what," Falcon said, "can we do to help?"

"Sir? Mr. Proctor?'

He turned back, and the clerk's eyes widened. "I. . . I've checked, sir. Like | said, she's not registered as a guest, and
I'm... well, I'm pretty sure she's not. .." He swallowed, glanced nervously a the manager's office door, and lowered his
voice. "I'm pretty sure she's not a specid guest, sr. Of the manager, | mean. Unregistered, | mean.”

"Thank you," Proctor said, and turned his back to him. "Find her," he told the others. "Y ou want to help, find her."

Neither man argued. With aglance a each other, they headed immediately for the casino, entered by two different
doors, and were gone.

Proctor waited for the doors to swing shut, for the noise to be muted, then dipped his hands into his pockets and
wan-dered over to the boardwalk entrance. The rain had eased, the wind stopped completely. It was amost peaceful
out there, the surf popping fragments of pale white out of the dark, water dripping from the awning's scalloped edge;

almost peaceful.

someone wants you dead
Almost peaceful.

He wouldn't have been a bit surprised to see the White Rabhbit racing up the boardwalk toward his appointment;
that's about how much sense any of this made.

It wasn't surprising that someone wanted him dead. Over the years he had made more than a few enemies in the
af-termath of the schemes he had exposed, and had been threat-ened with death more times than he could count.
Most, however, were the sort of threats made in the first few days immediately after the bad guys had been
uncovered—bluster and short-fuse anger, humiliation and impotent rage. Only a tiny percentage had ever tried to
carry them out. None had ever come close to succeeding. The contacts who sent possi-ble cases his way aso granted
him protection.

And he had never, as far as he knew, angered anyone who waked in the circles Shake had so inadvertently
infiltrated that night.

A part of him fet the thrill of vindication—someone redly is after me—hut the rest of him couldn't figure out how a
high-stakes card game in Atlantic City connected to asmall town in Kansas and an even smaller one in England.



That's the part that threw him.

Pieces; he had pieces of ablind puzzle.

Not to mention a beautiful woman who knew a hell of alot more than she was teling.

A laugh dipped out before he could stop it. Lord, he sounded like the hero in an old black-and-white movie. Richard
Widmark. Robert Mitchum. Victor Mature. Walking the mean streets, dicing off bits and pieces of a conscience,
intensify-ing rather than solving the mora ambiguities of this action and that belief.

He laughed again and shook his head, because that made no sense, either.

Face it, Proctor, you are amess.

"Pardon me" arasping voice said. "Pardon me, | don't mean to interrupt your thinking, but do | know you?"

At first he didn't redize he had been the one spoken to, but when the voice said, "Pardon me" again, he looked
over his shoulder, than haf turned to face an old man sitting on the fountain bench. He wore an old suit that didn't
quite fit but looked comfortable enough, an unbuttoned vest that didn't match the suit's dark brown, and suspenders
that might once have been bright red.

"No, sir," Proctor said politely. "1 don't think you do."

The man waved at him. "You're right. | meet alot of peo-ple over the years; sometimes| think | ill know them years
later." He forced a cough to clear his throat. "Didn't mean to bother your thinking." Another wave—go ahead, turn
around, it'sdl right, I'm not offended."

Proctor did, with a smile, which soured when he saw that the rain had picked up, and the wind with it.

No peace out there now.

And no White Rabbit, either.

The knuckles of his left hand brushed against Waldman's note in his pocket. He started to bring it out, to match it
against what Petra had told him, when the old man said, "David Proctor. Am | right? Your father. David Proctor.”

Sergeant Cox yawned so widely he fdt his jaw pop. Beefy hands rubbed hard over his face, and he shoved himsdf
out of the chair he'd dragged into the hdl. This was not what he'd signed on for when Lieutenant MacEdan asked him
to be on the Ripper team. He was supposed to be chasing the state's premiere killer, not sitting in a hotel halway,
baby-sitting aloon. The next time he saw her, lieutenant or no lieu-tenant, he was going to give her adamn big piece of
his mind.

He stretched, he yawned, he marched down the long hdl to wake his legs back up, he returned to the loon's room,
looked in, and saw him—thank you, God—sleeping on the bed. Sitting up in the corner, but the loon was deeping.

He had just closed the door again when he heard the soft chime of an arriving elevator. He stiffened and waited,
hop-ing it was one of the dancers, lovdy flirts, every one, ralling his eyes when he saw who it was.

"Y ou okay, Sergeant?"

"Yes, maam," he said. "He's okay, too."

"Think I'll have atalk with him."

Jesus, lady, he thought, don't you ever sleep?

Proctor remained by the door as he studied the old man, sifting through memories and finding none that matched.

"Cobb," the old man said, smiling broadly. His hand in the air again. "Murray Cobb. You don't remember me, you
\;éan(]a ;%gé/?ung—l don't know, ten, maybe eleven. About what, twenty-five years ago? A little less. Nah, you wouldn't

Proctor had to admit it—he didn't.

"Long time ago. Your father, before he got that job in Jer-sey, he worked my precinct for a while. A couple or three,



four years, maybe." Cobb smacked his lips once. "Hated it, you know. Couldn't stand the city."

Intrigued, Proctor checked the storm once more before mov-ing over to the bench. He didn't sit; he stood in front of
Cobb, trying to remember.

"Left as soon as he could," Cobb said, leaning right so he could see the boardwalk. Smacked his lips again. Ran a
large-knuckled finger over his mustache. "Smart boy, though. | think he left right after he got his gold shield, am |
right?' He nod-ded. "Yesah, right after. Said, Murray, you can have this hellhole, I'm going back home." Findly he
looked up. "So, how is he, your father? He make Chief yet? Still catching the bad guys?”

Proctor's expression didn't change. "He's dead."

Cobb's mouth opened, shut with an amost audible snap, and he shook his head. "Son of a bitch. Dead? Son of a
bitch. Line of duty? | mean, dead is dead, it's aterrible thing, but it's not so terrible in the line of duty, you know?"

"No," Proctor said. "It wasn't."

Cobb dapped athigh. "Worse. Damn. Worse. I'm sorry. Genuinely sorry. | liked your father. He was a good man. A
smart man." He shook his head sadly. "Damn. Hdl of a good man." He looked up again, one eye closed as if the light
were too bright. "So what do they cdl you?"

"Proctor," he said.

Cobb shrugged. "Y ou a cop? Keep it in the family?'

"No."

Another shrug. "Too bad. Good cops are hard to come by. Guys get in, they do the minimum without bresking a
sweat, they get out with a pension keeps them from eating dog food, you know what | mean?' He leaned forward,
resting his ams on his legs. "Damn shame, Proctor. He was a good man." Awkwardly he reached around to pat the
bench beside him, trying to get Proctor to sit. "I lost afriend, you know. Last month. Right here in Atlantic City. Right
under my feet prac-tically. Son of a bitch killed him practically right under my feet."

Proctor frowned. "What?'

Cobb patted the bench again. "Fred. Fred Dailey. That Rip-per, you heard of him? Fred was one of his first victims.
Right under my feet.”

Proctor sat, slowly.

"l said | thought | saw somebody lying under the board-walk, Fred thinks I'm crazy, he goes to look, next thing |
know he's dead.” Cobb pulled at the loose flesh under his chin. "Tore his throat right out. Damnedest thing. | was
sit-ting on the bench, practicaly right over him." He turned his head. "You know, | never heard a sound. I'm not that
old I can't hear. Practically right under my feet, and | never heard a sound.”

"So you're looking," Proctor said quietly. "For the Ripper, | mean."

"Hedll, yeah. What kind of friend would | be, | didn't look? They don't want me to look, but I look anyway."

"Find anything?"

Cobb snorted. "They aren't talking to me. That lady—"

"Lieutenant MacEdan.”

Cobb raised his eyebrows. "You know her? Personally, you know her?'

Proctor nodded.

"Nice lady, very smart." He touched the side of his nose. "Doesn't dways listen, though. She doesn't aways
listen."

"Towhat?' Proctor asked carefully.

"To me, for one. Sometimes to the survivors. She has—"



"Survivors?' Proctor fet a gir in spite of himsdf, and a silent message asking Lana to forgive him. "What
survivors?' He shifted until he was seated nearly sideways, stretched an am aong the fountain's lip. As he did, he
spotted Taz leav-ing the casino, Doc right behind him. He beckoned, and when they arrived, introduced them to the
old man.

"They work for you?' Cobb said, impressed. "What do you do, Proctor, you got people like this working for you?"
"Heis an investigator," Doc answered formaly. "We are his associates.”

Cobb turned to Proctor. "So. You're not a cop, but you in-vestigate? Like Sherlock Holmes, yeah? Something like
that?"

Tez started to speak, but Proctor hushed him with alook. "Mr. Cobb," he said, "let's just say | don't think Sherlock
Holmes would approve of my cases. Or, for that matter, my methods."

Cobb looked at him intently, gauging him, the tip of one finger scratching his cheek. Then, dowly: "l saw a woman
disappear out there." He snapped his fingers. "Right on the boardwalk. | was here, she was out there." He snapped his
fingers again. "She was there, she wasn't there." A look to Doc, to Taz, and he frowned when he saw the faint smile
"You think that's funny, kid? You think this old man is going—" And he twirled afinger beside his temple.

"Mr. Cobb," Proctor said, before Taz could respond, "I think Taz is thinking about what my office manager is going
to say when she finds out what I'm doing."

"Oh? And what is that?'
"Right now? Listening, Mr. Cobb. Listening."

While waiting for the bartender to fill the order, Dacey ad-justed her neckline, alittle tug to keep things from getting
her arrested. She was fegling good. Much better.

Hey, she'd say, | can't help it the guy was gay, you know. It's not my fault. You can't blame mefor this.
The perfect excuse.

Until she turned around and saw him in the entrance.

Smiling at her. Winking.

She couldn't move.

Waking up to her, a hand in his pocket, so damn casua she wanted to scream. Standing near but not beside her,
sur-veying the handful of customers at the tables. Most of them alone.

She couldn't move.
"l don't know about you," he said quietly, "but I'm hav-ing fun."

Granna stood in the doorway, watching Bruno sleep, once in awhile alimb twitching, once in awhile a tic pulling at
the corner of an eye. All the lights were on, including the bathroom, dl the draperies closed.

Behind her Cox whispered, "Thought you were going to send a doc out to see him."

She backed into the halway, closed the door, but not dl the way. She could till Gladman through the crack. "Can't
get one to come out this late, in this lousy weather." Her shoulders lifted in a sigh. "Haf the force's out digging
peo-ple out of accidents. A storm like this, you'd think people would stay home, for God's sake.

"Lieutenant," he said gruffly, "meaning no disrespect, but why don't you go back home and get some deep? He's
not going anywhere."

"l know." She leaned aweary shoulder against the frame. "My husband said practically the same thing when | l€eft
the house." A wry amile. "I haven't listened to him since we got married, why should | start now?"

Gladman moaned in his deep.

She saw Cox take a short step back. "He spook you, To-bius?'



"A little" the sergeant admitted. "He's aloon, you know? but dl that stuff he keeps babbling about..." A shake of
his head.

"I know what you mean." She tapped a finger against her chin, straightened abruptly and said, "Sergeant, what I'm
about to do goes against regulations. I'm telling you this now so you can ask to be relieved.”

Cox stared at her, puzzled.
"I'm going to bring ina... | guess you'd cdl him an ex-pert.”
"Aw, Jesus, Lieutenant, not that old guy."

She smiled. "No, not him. But | know he's a the hotel, the man I'm thinking of, and this just may be right up his
alley." Shelooked at him, waiting.

Cox shrugged. "Whatever you say, Lieutenant. | ain't going anywhere."

"Good. Watch him, then. I've got a call to make."

Hockman replaced the receiver in its cradle, checked the length of the front desk, and decided that the first chance
he had, he was going to complain to Baron. Greta was aready ten minutes late returning from her bresk, and held be
damned if he was going to do everything himsdif.

Like, for example, going over there to that Proctor guy to give him the cop's message. That guy was damn spooky.
His eyes kind of looked right through you, and that voice ... he shivered. He checked the telephone to be sure none of
the lights were lit, then hurried around the counter's end.

Last time, he vowed; last time | do that bitch'sjob.

The bald one turned as he approached, but said nothing. The kid didn't even bother; he was too busy listening to
some-thing that ex-cop was saying.

Nuts, Hockman thought; we're filled with nuts tonight.

"Mr. Proctor?"

Proctor barely turned his head.

"A message from Lieutenant MacEdan, sr. She, uh, she says she wants to see you as soon as possible.”

Proctor looked at the others before saying, "All right. Where?'

"Fourth floor, sr. She said she'd be waiting in the hdl for you."

Proctor nodded, said, "Thanks," and Hockman Ieft as quickly as he could without seeming rude. Those eyes again
... jeez. Absently he rubbed an am as if he were cold, saw that Sanburn gill wasn't back, and slapped the counter
angrily. That's it; he'd had it. He rounded the corner and headed straight for Baron's door.

He raised a hand to knock, and behind him a voice said, "Excuse me"

"Jesus!" he said, spinning around, a hand clapped to his chest. "Jesus H, you scared the shit out of me"

"I'm so sorry," the man said. "Forgive me."

Hockman winced then, redizing what he'd said. "No," he said, dipping on his best professional amile. "I'm sorry for
the language. You ... you startled me, that's dl. | wasn't ex-pecting—" He shut up; he was babbling.

"l understand. The wesather, the power... | quite under-stand.”
Training drove Hockman behind the counter, till smiling. "And how may | help you, sir?”
The man looked embarrassed.

Hockman nodded knowingly. "Room key, right?"



"Yes, and there doesn't seem to be anyone who can help me”

One of Baron's rules was never to leave the front desk un-attended. On the other hand, Greta was supposed to be
here, and if Baron showed up... his amile became a grin. "No problem, gr. If youll just give me your name, | think well
have you back in your room in no time."

"I'm staying with afriend.”

"Not aproblem. All | need isaname, sir. Yours, and your friend's."

"Excdlent. It'sVdknir. My nameis Emile Vaknir."
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roctor stepped off the elevator and, as he had been the first time, was momentarily startled by how tal Lieutenant
MacEdan was—at least Sx feet, with sharp features and col-oration that announced an Indian heritage. Less than her
height, however, was her bearing that commanded attention, a straight spine and a way of looking at you from those
narrow dark eyes that made you fed as if you'd somehow stumbled into the path of some ancient royalty. He also
knew she could beat the crap out of just about anybody, which didn't hurt when it came to commanding respect.

"Proctor," she said, grinning, holding out her hand.

"Granna." He took the offered hand and held it. "My friends here—this is Doc Falcon, that's Paul Tazaretti—think
you're corrupting me, ruining my vacation."

She smiled. "Y ou don't take vacations, Proctor."
"That'swhat | keep telling them.”

He nodded a greeting to the sergeant standing by some-one's door, noticed this hal was more brightly lit than the
others held wandered around earlier.

"I replaced the bulbs," she explained. "l want to see, not trip over my own feet."

From down the hal he could hear faint music, and a dedler popped out of one room, took one look & the group, and
popped back in. She explained the staff use of the rooms, then began to explain about the man she wanted him to see.

"I already know," he interrupted, and couldn't help grin a her expression. "Taz here told me He uh,.. . hears
things."

She wasn't pleased, and that widened his grin before he said, "It's going on two, Granna, and I'm fading here. It's
been along day. What do you want me to do?"'

"Tak," she said, leading up the hdl. "And listen." She ges-tured Sergeant Cox aside. "It's weird, Proctor. But | can't
shake the feding this guy's not as nuts as we think he is."

It didn't take long for the lieutenant to convince Gladman she had someone willing to listen to his story. In fact, dl
he did was see Proctor in the doorway, and he agreed without any conditions except one: "Alone, okay? | want to tak
to him alone.”

"No problem. I'll beright outside if you need me."

Once the door was closed, Proctor tossed his jacket onto a love seat, and waked dowly around the room, turning
off one of the two lamps and the bathroom light as well.

"Y ou won't need them," was dl he said.
Bruno said nothing.

Proctor pulled aside the drapes, winced as he said, "Lousy view, Bruno," and made sure the two halves overlapped
in the middle. Then he dragged the room's only easy chair over to the bed, sat, and propped his feet on the edge of the
mat-tress. Bruno, backed against the wall, knees up and gripped by his hands, looked everywhere in the room except at
him. Gasping quietly once when a gust roared past the window.

Proctor, in turn, watched the chauffeur carefully. A young man, not yet thirty, about as afraid as hed seen anyone
be. He pushed a hand back through his hair. He checked the room as if making sure they were actually aone before he
said, gently, "Whatever it is you saw, Bruno, you can believe me when | say that I've seen stranger.”

Then he waited. Not amiling. Not staring. Watching, shift-ing to meke himsaf more comfortable. A couple of guys
in a hotel room, nothing more, nothing less.



Bruno inhaled dowly, deeply, and just as dowly allowed his legs to straighten, his hands to rest on the bed.
"He flew," he said, obviously expecting either derision or skepticism.

Proctor only nodded.

i've seen stranger

Bruno swallowed, swallowed again, abruptly scooted off the bed, and hurried into the bathroom. The sound of
running water, and he returned with a glass, sat next to Proctor's legs.

"Heflew."

Proctor nodded.

stranger

"I'm not crazy."

"Sure you are," and Proctor gave him a lopsided amile. "Me, too."

Bruno glared for a second, then shrugged, lips tugging into a reluctant amile of their own. "Yeah, maybe. But not
then, | wasn't. He flew, Mr. Proctor."”

"You've said that already." He gestured. "You know Alice in Wonderland? Likeit says, start at the beginning, keep
going until you reach the end, then stop."

The chauffeur emptied his glass, took afew seconds to de-cide to put it on the floor.

| drive the Lighthouse limo, you know? About three years aready. Mr. Baron tells me take this guy here, those
people there, | drive them. That'sdl | do. This guy, he's ared pain in the ass. He acts like he's been cheated out of a
million bucks, and Mr. Baron, he gives him the treatment—he gets him out of the hotel, pretty much dumps him on
someone else's turf. I've done it amillion times. Jerks; they're dl jerks, and they never tip, the cheap sons of bitches.

So | drop this guy at the Sands, and | park down the end of the street, out of the way. Nothing to do but wait, but |
always got a book or something, like a crossword magazine, to kill time. Never leave the limo, Mr. Proctor. That's my
rule—I never leave the limo.

But this guy—Wharton, Barton, something like that—he redlly pissed me off. | couldn't concentrate, couldn't even
lis-ten to the radio, so | got out. Figured I'd walk around alit-tle, you know? Just around the limo, that's dl, let off some
steam.

Now, you gotta understand, | was parked on the other side of Pecific, away from the other limos and cabs. It wasn't
to-tally dark, but it was pretty dark, not dl the streetlights working, and if you were standing there at the casino, you
prob-ably couldn't see me It was cold, too, but | didn't fed it much. | guess | was too pissed off.

So | was walking around ... hell, | guess it was like | was marching or something. It was pretty quiet, late and dl, so
when | heard this noise, it was pretty clear. | looked around, didn't see anything, | figured | was hearing things. But |
kept hearing it, so | looked around some more. .. Christ, Mr. Proc-tor, you're gonna think I'm nuts.

I'm standing by the door, you know? and | look down the street, and | see this ... | see something flying toward me
It was too big to be a bird, anything like that, and | don't know if it even had wings. But it came down out of the sky
and right down the middle of the street and ... it was ... it was like | didn't believe what | was seeing, you know? Like
those guys in the movies, they rub their eyes and look again? | did. | did the same thing. And it came down the street
and over the sdewak and it... | couldn't move ... it landed right in front of me | mean, it was a man, Mr. Proctor. At
least that's what | thought at firdt, that it wasa guy in a dark coat. And he kind of smelled. Not bad, not like that, but
there was this amdl, | don't know what it was. And ... aw, Jesus, he looked a me | couldn't move for anything, and his
face... it was kind of dark, but his face ... | don't know ... it twisted and he wasn't like a guy anymore and his ... they
were like this redly dark red, his eyes they were this redly weird red, and | couldn't move and he was smiling a me, and
| think he was laughing a me, and | think ... | think ...

I'm a big buy, right? | go six-foot-four, I'm around two-seventy, two-eighty, okay? | go to get in the limo and he
grabs my shoulder and it'slikel can't move. It's like he's got me pinned there, | can't move, and he's ill laughing and
he shows mea hand like this ... holds it up so | can see his fingers, and he ... the nails, they ... | couldn't move and |
couldn't look away 'cause of the way he was looking a me, | don't know, so | saw those nails, Mr. Proctor, it wasn't



that dark, | saw those friggin' nails grow. But it was like they weren't nails anymore, they were like claws or something
and | knew | was gonna die. | mean, 1 just knew it, you know? Aw, Jesus, Mr. Proctor, | just knew | was gonna die.

Proctor leaned over and rested a hand on Bruno's leg, squeezed it until the young man looked right at him before
sitting back again. "You didn't die."

Bruno, trembling asif the temperature had suddenly dropped through the floor, nodded shakily. "Y eah."

"What happened?"

For amoment the young man looked as if he were going to cry. "I don't know. | mean, | don't remember, | swear it,
Mr. Proctor, | don't really remember. | saw those claws or whatever, and he must've taken a swing a me because the
next thing | knew | was flat out on somebody's front steps, not even the same block, and dl—" He stopped and
laughed, a quick snap of a laugh. "I was in my underwear, and the limo was gone. After that"—he shrugged

helplessdy—"1 swear, | don't know. | just ended up here, that's dl | remember. Ex-cept that... that guy's gonna kill me
‘cause | saw his face, men. | saw his face."

Again, he refused to meet Proctor's gaze. After a brief hes-itation he picked up the glass and wandered into the
bathroom to refill it, not bothering to turn on the light. Proctor stared at the wal, hands clasped loosely under his chin,
listening to the water, listening to the fading voice of the wind. He fdt sorry for the guy, and didn't know what to tell
him. He was right that this man would probably want him out of the way, although he doubted the Ripper would be in
any serious hurry to take care of it. It had aready been over twenty-four hours and not even a hint of an attempt yet.

What was worse, however, what would haunt Bruno Glad-man for the rest of his life, was the sudden knowledge
that the world wasn't as cut-and-dried as he'd once believed. Child-hood stories weren't aways smply stories. Movie
monsters weren't aways confined to the screen, to the back row of a dark theater, where boys protected their dates
with asmple am around a shoulder.

Once in awhile there really was something in the closet.

Once in awhile there really was something under the bed.

Oncein awhile, on adark street, on a dark road, there redly was someone back there, and it wasn't always human.

Eventually Bruno would build awal, a high and thick wall, and find the rationalization that would satisfy him. That
would alow him to function in what he used to believe was the red world. That would wither the nightmares like a
waterless flower, because belief would no longer be there to feed them.

"I'm not crazy," Bruno insisted from the bathroom door-way.

It wasn't a question, but it sounded like pleading.

"No," Proctor said. "No, you're not."

Bruno inhaled sharply, stepped back, and closed the door. Despite the insistence of his sanity, that wasn't the
answer he wanted to hear.

At the sametime, the hall door opened. Proctor lifted a hand and waved a"come in" over his shoulder, then pointed
at the bathroom when Sergeant Cox asked a silent where is he? Granna sat on the edge of the bed, her coat open,
hands on her thighs.

"Well?*

"He saw what he saw, Granna."

"Meaning what?"

Proctor ignored the question. "What haven't you been telling me? What do you know that | don't?"

She glanced a Cox, who was leaning against the wall, con-centrating on listening to what was happening in the
bath-room. Proctor didn't see what look he gave her, but she hesitated before reaching into her coat and pulling out a
manila envel ope folded in half. She dropped it into his lap and looked away.

Oh, man, he thought; | am not going to like this.



As he lay the envelope flat, he heard Taz and Doc come in. Taz he knew would be dl right with what he was about
to learn—the kid wouldn't likeit, but he'd been through one of these cases before. Doc, on the other hand, even after
dl these years, had never been in the fidd like this. All his work was done in research labs and photo labs, libraries and
the shelved knowledge of his mind. All theory, no practice out-side the office.

He opened the clasp, lifted the flgp. Inside were a half dozen photographs.

"That's only one," Granna said. "Charleen Cge. The oth-ers are the same."

"Boss?' Taz said.

"Later."

"Sure."

He dipped out the firgt picture, black-and-white, the woman's body on the street. Black blood on the black tarmac,
black blood on her chest.

"Told you there was blood," MacEdan said, the smile on her lips, not in her voice.

"No vampire."

"Shoot. | was hoping."

He looked at her.

"You know." She made a pass at her throat. "Tears it out to cover his tracks."

Proctor grunted. "If there's no blood left, MacEdan, wreck-ing the throat is kind of superfluous, don't you think?"

"What the hdl are you guys talking about?' Cox demanded. "Jesus, he's a maniac, okay?' He rapped on the
bathroom door. "Come on, Bruno, let's move it, huh?' He rapped again. "Vampires. God Almighty."

Proctor held the picture up to catch the faint light, caught his breath, and held it closer to his eyes.
I'll be damned, he thought; son of abitch, I'll be damned.

Hetook out the second one. "My God, | don't believeit."

No one spoke.

Cox knocked again, harder, and opened the door a crack. "Move it, Bruno."

The chauffeur answered, his voice muffled.

"Tough," the sergeant told him. "I want you out here. Now." He shook his head. "Ain't doing nothing stupid on my
watch," he said to the room.

The other photographs were the same—all of Charleen's face, two from the street, the rest from the morgue. He held
one up. "Taz." And waited for him to take it.

"You gotta be kidding," Taz said as he took it back to show Facon.
Proctor didn't hear what reaction Doc had, if any. His was to turn facedown what remained in his lap.

There were holes, deep holes, where the dancer's eyes had been, blood like black tears frozen on her cheeks. Her
mouth was open, the right corner dit so it would open wider than normal. He saw teeth, gums, the roof of her mouth.

She didn't have atongue.

It had been diced off near the base. . Bruno left the bathroom just as Cox said, "Like | said, anutcase. A razor, right?
Some kind of hospital thing, surgeon's instrument, right?"'

The chauffeur sat on the foot of the bed, shivering, and Granna said, "Find him some clothes, Sergeant. It's time he
was dressed." After Cox Ieft, she looked at Proctor. "So? Was he right? A psycho with medical knowledge? A—"



"Maybe," he said quietly, doubtfully.

She closed her eyes. "Shit."

"That girl. The one who saw this man, the Ripper, on the boardwalk. Can | talk to her?'
"Nope," Taz said.

He scowled and looked around the side of the chair.

"She's in the show, remember?' Then: "Oh. You didn't know. Oh, wel, yeah, Suze is the one you're talking about.
And she'sin the show." A glance at his watch. "She won't be done until nearly three.”

Nearly three. Proctor thought, and I'll be too tired to blink, much less think.
"Fix it for me, will you, Taz? Early lunch or something. Whatever shell agree to."
Taz nodded.

Proctor sat back, pushed his heels against the mattress. "Doc, | need that woman. Petra. See what you can do,
okay?'

"Of course."

When Granna asked him what he was talking about, Proc-tor waved her off, nothing to do with this. Then he looked
a Bruno and smiled. "Hang in there."

Bruno's expression told him that was easier said than done.

"Hey," Granna said, shaking his leg to regain his attention. "So it's not a bloodthirsty psycho. So what an | deding
with? | mean, you do know, don't you?"

He took along time before hefinaly said, "1 think so."

"Likelast time?'

He wanted very much to tell her that, yes, it was like the last time, the first time they'd met, when he'd accepted a
case that purportedly had the Jersey Devil as its centerpiece. What it ended up being was a scheme by a former King
of Prus-sia cop who had been fired for brutality; by saving the world, or at least the central part of the state, from the
Jersey Devil, hed hoped to be either reinstated, or given a position on an-other force. What he got was Proctor in his
Fine Barrens cabin, and life at Rahway for murdering three teens.

"Proctor."

He looked at the photographs one last time before return-ing them to their envelope. Tapped it several times against
his chest and handed it over.

"No, Granna. No, | don't think it'slike last time at all."”



TWENTY
T

hey stood by the elevator on the fourteenth floor. A bulb had burned out near Proctor's room, that part of the hall
marked now by a dark grey haze. When they spoke it was in whispers.

"I'm going to bed," he told them, rubbing the hed of a hand against one eye. His exhaustion had arrived not in
stages but abruptly. "I can't think anymore." He noticed Doc fuss-ing with his tie when it didn't need fussing at al, and
that surprised him. A sign of uncertainty, and about as nervous as he'd ever seen Facon get. "Been along day."

Taz checked down the hall. "Y ou going to be all right?"

He nodded. "Sure. Just need sleep.”

“Then, Il go down to the theater and seeif | can't catch Suze before she leaves dfter the show."

"Thanks."

Doc kept silent.

Proctor poked his am lightly with afinger. "It's too late to think so hard, Doc. Go find your friends, or go to bed."

Falcon inhaled dowly. "I'm wondering something."

Proctor groaned silently. This was not the time, and he wished the man would just go away for a while—like until
tomorrow morning. It wasn't as if there was any urgency here. It wasn't as if he could just reach out and touch the
Ripper, expose him, and give chase. Tomorrow would do just as well, and at least held be able to function properly.

"All right," he said, resigned and making sure they knew it. "What?'

"It isn't like you to admit that you've got a ... case here. Not so soon." The hand to the tie. "You have apparently
ac-cepted the existence of this Ripper as something not ordinary. Unless I've missed something, you haven't examined

the pos-sibilities. The aternatives."

Proctor squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he could, then snapped them open, an old trick to clear his mind.
Except thistime it didn't work.

"Lieutenant MacEdan will think about what | said, and shell decide that | redly didn't give her a straight answer.
Which | didn't." He scratched at an ear. "As soon as she fig-ures that out, shell be alittle ticked and probably come at
me again tomorrow. By then, maybe Il know something more." He rubbed his chest, passed a hand over his face.
"There are alternatives, Doc. | had a conversation about co-incidence earlier"—a wave of his hand, it didn't matter with
whom—"and who knows, this just might be one—a killer with a thing for eyes and tongues. Or it might be someone
who actually knows what | do and is playing copycat for his own amusement."”

"Copycat of what?' Taz asked.

Proctor ignored the question. "Or it might be the real thing."

"Whichiswhat?' Taz asked.

"Not now," he said.

"BUt—"

"Taz, not now."

"But you think it is," Doc persisted. "Whatever you're thinking of, you think it's redl."

Proctor shrugged. "I'm not sure. Redly. I'm not sure. That's why I'd like to talk to this Suze woman, but only when
I'm more awake." He yawned abruptly, his jaw popping loudly. "I don't get it." He frowned. "It's not like | haven't been



up al day before.”
"A number of factors,” Doc said.

"I'm sure there are," he answered sourly before Falcon could begin to list them. "And right now, no offense, | don't
care. | just want to deep, okay? You guys go on, do what you're going to do. I'll see you in the morning.”

He walked away without waiting for a response, heard a muttered "Good night, Boss," and nearly turned to make
the correction, decided with a weary amile it wasn't worth it, and fished his room key from his shirt's breast pocket.
Once in-side, he undressed quickly, was in and out of the bathroom in record time, and finaly stood at the window.
Watching the city.

Watching the storm.

It wasn't New York, wasn't Chicago, but it was big enough out there. Big enough to hide in, big enough not to be
found no matter how hard the police looked.

He looked above the lights, to the dark band of night be-tween city and sky, and saw Charleen Cge's face, the
differ-ent angles of what was left of it frozen by the camera.

The eyes.

The ruins of the mouth.

"Mahjra," he whispered, and lowered his head, shook it Sowly, and rubbed the back of his neck with a weighted
hand. Sometimes he honestly believed he knew too many things, and wished, often fervently, that he were normd, that
he was like everyone dse, even those gamblers down there who talked to their cards, or the dots, or the dice
Everyone else who was positive to the point of religious beief that such things that lived in shadow did not now and
never did exist.

It was afar smpler world that way.

It was aworld far safer than the one he lived in.

A glance to the bed, sheet and blankets folded down, a foil-wrapped mint centered on his pillow. For a moment he
thought he saw Petra there, hints of silver outlining her fig-ure. His breath caught. His stomach tightened against a
brief fluttering there. Until he redlized he was only looking at the shadows of the rain as they did down the wal and
across the covers, their outlines sharp, and sometimes marked with faint silver.

It startled him, and made him nervous, how disappointed he felt.

He yawned. He stretched, then pulled the drawstring to bring the draperies together, fussed alittle until there was a
gap between the halves, a couple of inches to let in the light no matter how pale it was.

He went to bed.

Cursed loudly and got up again, shuffled to the door and hung the "do not disturb” sign on the outside knab,
turned the extralock over, and put on the chain.

Back under the covers, and he was asleep in seconds.

The storm weakened, but it didn't move. It lurked off the coast, goading the sea to claw at the beach, holding tight
rein on the wind, holding the rain to an easy fdl. No thunder; no lightning.

For dmost an hour there was no rain or wind at dl, and for the first time since Friday afternoon, those on the
board-walk could hear the angry surf.

A break in the clouds showed the city the stars.
When the clouds merged again, they were stitched together by lightning.
He sat straight up and practically yelled, "Tiger's eye? Jesus Christ!"

Herolled onto his side and reached for the bedside tele-phone, changed his mind when he saw the red-numera time
on the nightstand's clock radio. Firgt thing, he told himsdf as he fdl back onto the pillow; first thing tomorrow he



would cdl the office and leave a message, tdl RJ and Eriko they wouldn't have to search the answering tapes anymore.

Tiger'seye.

According to one witness, that was the last thing Shake Waldman had said before he died. Granna had cdled his
of-fice with the information, and it had meant nothing to him at the time. How the hel could he have forgotten
some-thing like that, after Browning had told him what Mom had said?

Tiger'seye.

The obvious questions trampled each other, trying to gain his attention, but he shoved them al back where they
be-longed. For the time being. Later, when he was awake he would consider them. Right now he needed rest, deep,

more than he needed answers. Able to think once again, that's when he'd work on turning answers into pieces to fit the
puzzle.

His eyes fluttered closed as lighting slashed over the water.
Tiger'seye.

Good Lord, Mom ... tiger'seye.

She stood at the foot of the bed.

His eyes only hdf open, he could see her in the thin dlant of light that dipped through the gap he'd left between the
drapes. Silver threads winking as she reached down to prop her evening bag against the footboard.

He couldn't see any lower than her knees, but he knew, somehow, she wasn't wearing any shoes.
Why are you here?

To seeyou.

What do you want?

To seeyou.

Their voices were quiet in the Iull of the storm, the hotel itsalf in one of those rare moments when nothing moved
and no one spoke and even the machinery ran softly for awhile

He frowned, unable to drive seep completely away.

How ... how did you get in?| locked the door.

Her amile

It is amazing, Proctor, what afew dollars and a smile will get a woman.
The chain—

—wasn't seated properly. It fdl when | pushed in. You must have been very tired.
Where have you been? Where did you go? | wanted to apologize for—
That's dl right. It doesn't matter. | should have trusted you more.
Why?Y ou don't know me.

Her smile; it brought the flutter back to his stomach.

Y ou don't know me, he repeated.

Well enough, Proctor. Well enough.

He pushed himsdf up on his elbows, watching as she hiked up her dress until it cleared her knees, then tipped
forward until she could kneel on the bed. Shifted until she was far enough on so she could settle back on her heels,



next to his right leg, palms smoothing the wrinkles out of the silver-darted cloth before resting on her thighs.

He was right; she wore no shoes.

Out of the light now, he couldn't see her face clearly at dl.

They didn't speak for along time, and his head tilted to one side, then the other, as if listening to sounds only he
could hear. He wanted to change position, the weight on his elbows began to pull at his shoulders, but he didn't want
to move for fear she would move, too—away and off the bed.

She wastoo far away to touch.

Lightning struck somewhere outside, and because the gap was behind her, she became a solid black silhouette,
outlined in silver.

Her right hand dlipped dowly off her thigh, came to rest on his shin. She did not sgueeze or brush or caress it; the
hand smply lay there, barely any weight at dl. A gesture he wasn't sure was casual, or deliberate.

It certainly didn't help him decide if he were dreaming or awake.

Thunder rumbled faintly.

Eventually his muscles complained, so he rocked to his right and grabbed the other pillows, dropped them onto the
one behind his back. Reluctantly he scooted backward until he could st up. His leg moved under her hand, until her
hand was at the juncture of shin and foot. Not squeezing, or ca-ressing, or brushing—just resting.

Which made him abruptly aware that he was naked to the waist, aware even more that what she could see in the not
quite full dark wasn't the body of aman who worked out, pumped iron, walked or jogged twenty miles a day, ate only
healthy foods, didn't smoke or drink. An ordinary body, with the hint of a pouch and a stomach that was anything but
rock hard.

Suddenly he yawned.

She giggled.

Sorry, you wereright, I'm redlly tired.

That's fine, Proctor, no shamein being tired.

He wanted to pull the covers up alittle, but doing that would draw attention to what he was doing, so he lay his
hands across his stomach, fingers laced.

Casual; hdf naked in front of a beautiful woman, and he was trying to be casua.
Proctor, he thought; you are areal jerk.

Petra... why are you here?

| think it is possible you need some help.

Nuts. And | thought you might be here to, | don't know, seduce me

She giggled again, slapped hisfoot lightly with her palm.

Be serious, Proctor. | may be able to help.

With what?

He sensed her displeasure.

No games, Proctor. There is no time for games.

I'm sorry, but | can't redlly see how you can help. What I'm involved in has nothing to do with Shake.

What | can tdl you has nothing to do with Shake. At least | an perhaps sure it has nothing to do with Shake.



Then what isit? What has nothing to do with Shake, maybe?

EmileVaknir.

He frowned. Shook his head. Lifted a shoulder.

Mahjra, Proctor. He is the mahjra you think may have killed dl those people.
The light patter of rain against the window.

In the hall aman singing not quite loudly but very drunk-enly. It didn't last very long; soon enough there was only
therain.

Y ou know this for afact? About the mahjra?

Yes

Y ou know thisfor afact, and he hasn't killed you?

Yes

Does he know you know this?

| do not... perhaps, but | doubt it. | am, as you say, il not killed.
This makes no sense.

No, Proctor. What makes no sense is that you haven't once asked me how | know that you believe these things.
That you have not once asked meif | believe this thing. And if | do, how | know this to be true.

Thisis.. | can't think. Wait a minute. Give me a minute here. | can't think.

Poor Proctor. Y ou have what they call overload, yes?

Petra, | don't know what the hdl they cdl it, but | can't think. Thisis crazy. I'm not supposed to—

She sighed her sympathy and moved on hands and knees across the bed. He ill couldn't see her face, but he could
amdl the scent of her, could hear the dress rustling. She lay a hand against his cheek and, this close now, he could see
that amile.

Poor Proctor. Perhaps | have not done this properly. | think so. | think | should have waited.

She nodded.

Yes, | should have waited.

She leaned forward, hesitated for a look into his eyes, and she kissed him. A feather-touch kiss that both soothed
and tickled his lips.

He wanted to move his hands. He wanted to touch her, hold her, but dl he could do was kiss her in return, and
close his eyes, enjoy the sensation, and fed her pull away much too soon for the way he felt.

When he opened his eyes a moment later, she was gone.

There was no one in the room but him, no movement but the jump of shadows on the walls when lightning struck
again.



MINYDE
P

roctor opened his eyes, groaned a the bright light that punched between the drapes into the center of the room,
and tried to burrow deeper into his pillow, pulling the covers up over his shoulders, aimost over his head.

Dozed for severd minutes, using that haf-deeping state to direct a dream about flipping a five-dollar chip onto a
roulette number and watching it grow to a pile, two piles, the five-dollar chips replaced by ten-dollar ones.
Twenty-five-dollar ones. A man in a new but not expensive suit asking politely if he would like his room comped. A
womean flirting with him. Another candidly looking him over without apology.

The piles grew, and he tried to figure out how much it was, but in that half dream he couldn't add, or multiply, so he
gave it up and concentrated instead on directing the little white ball into the proper number's pocket so he'd keep on
winning.

It was fun for a while, but he saw no end to it, no rous-ing cinematic ending that would clear him of dl debts and
fatten his bank account, just numbers adding up, one thou-sand a atime. So he let them go, the chips and the whed,
the women checking him out, and let his mind skate randomly, waiting for it to latch onto something he could use. But
he kept going back to the whed, the blur of red and black, the rattle and bounce of the white marble—

Tiger'seye.
"Son of abitch."
Tiger'seye.

"Damn!" and he rolled over to face the nightstand, the red numerals telling him it was only a few minutes shy of
noon. "Son of abitch."

He snapped the covers away and swung angrily to his feet. Raised his hands in frustration, and stomped into the
bath-room, damming the door behind him.

Son of ahitch, he thought in the shower.

"What the hell were they thinking of 7" he demanded of his reflection while brushing his teeth.
"Idiots," each time he yanked an angry brush through his hair.

Noon; goddamnit, those idiots, it was now past noon, for crying out loud.

As he grabbed a pair of jeans and adark shirt from the closet, he could imagine the rationalizations: let him deep, he
needs his rest; hell get up when he gets up and thank us for it; if he's going to gtick his nose into Lieutenant
MacEdan's case, he's going to need aclear head. H€e's going to have to be able to think.

He yanked the drapes open, squinting until his eyes grew accustomed to the daylight. What there was of it.

The clouds didn't seem as low as they had been the day before, or as dark; the rain fdl in fits and starts; and the
wind was barely a wind at dl. It had no voice. Yet it was gill grim out there, more like November than February,
everything washed of its color.

As he buttoned the shirt, gtill muttering to himself, he switched on the TV, used the remote to find a loca newscast,
and tossed the unit onto the couch. The weather report, the anchorwoman assured him, would follow the next
commer-cid, then proceeded to a solemn narration over a series of scenes that proved how afew well-placed accidents
and ahdl of awet and blustering storm could cut the city off for hours at atime.

Although he wasn't surprised at the havoc the storm caused, the report was a disturbing reminder of how insulated
the Lighthouse's guests were from the rea world out there. There could have been a war, and no one a the tables
would have ever known it.



Finaly he did what he had been avoiding since leaving the bathroom—he looked over at the bed.
"Wall... hell," he muttered. "Nuts."

It was easy to see which side he had taken—the covers tossed back, the pillow shoved against the headboard. The
center was only dightly disturbed, the other side not at dl. Those pillows were gtill tucked under the coverlet.

He hadn't used them at all.
Not to eep on, and definitely not to prop behind his back so he could sit up in the middle of the night.

Instead of the obsidian plain, he had dreamed of Petra Hadic; and even as he haf closed his eyes to bring the
dream back, it dipped away, and dl he could remember was the way she had knelt beside him, the touch of her hand on
his leg, and the way she had kissed him.

He could almost see her lips moving; he couldn't hear a single word she said.

Disappointment tasted sour, turned bitter, and he cursed. Glared at the TV and tapped an impatient foot until the
weather report told him that his luck hadn't changed—the storm wasn't about to leave the area anytime soon, and
experts predicted that the Iull they enjoyed now would probably last only an hour or so longer. Certainly no longer
than the dinner hour that evening.

Air, he decided even though his stomach rumbled. He wanted fresh air. He grabbed a fleece-lined denim jacket from
the closet, stared for amoment at the chain snug in its groove, and left.

He waked south aong the boardwalk, his collar snapped up, hands jammed in his pockets. The rain had weakened
into alight mist, and he welcomed its touch on his face. Cold, but it fdt fresh. Smelled fresh. The surf thundered. A pair
of black-face gulls hung over the beach, caling to each other. Far below he could see other people taking advantage of
the bresk. The boardwalk benches were empty.

Head down, staring at his feet, he walked past the Show-boat and the Tg Mahal, swerving to avoid collisions, just
as often forcing others to swerve around him. His earlier anger had subsided to a sSmmering irritation, and he used the
exer-cise and the distractions to settle him the rest of the way down.

A mile give or take, and various parts of him revolted, demanding immediate fuel before he fdl on his face.
In a delicatessen in Resorts, he had eggs and a sandwich, juice, a glass of milk, and adice of cardboard apple pie.
Except for the pig, it all tasted the same.

When he reached into his jeans for the money to pay the bill, he found what looked like a red roulette chip among
his change, one made of stone. He frowned, then redlized it must have come from the welcome package they'd received
when they'd checked in. Whatever it meant, however, he'd forgot-ten; held ask Taz or Doc later.

As he made his way back to the boardwalk, he told him-sdf that his mood was a result of a lingering, and
unreason-able, disappointment. A dream; nothing but a dream. But that was kid stuff; a touch of adolescent-like
longing. He then sug- gested his disgppointed adtudly hed nothing to do with the dream et dll, but instead was a result of Doc's
and Taz's mis-guided attempts to force relaxation on him, when they should have known better. That it had been done
with the best of in-tentions didn't change the fact that he had lost an entire morn-ing.

For what, Proctor?
For what?

Once outside, he zigzagged to the iron railing through a vocal pensioner crowd and headed north. Taking his time.
Watching the surf. Watching an agitated man out on the sand wave his arms at a cop, while asmal dog trailing a leash
yapped around their ankles. Watching another pair of gulls, which brought his gaze to the cloud cover that was thin
enough to dlow the light through, close to the shore while over the Atlantic it was solid and near black.

For what?

He squinted into a spray of mist and finaly admitted it probably wasn't disappointment at dl, but a mood born of
wishing he had never seen those pictures of Charleen Cge. Because if, God help him, he was even close to being right,
that the Ripper was one of the mahjra, then he could be walk-ing behind it right now and never know it. Or had aready
walked past it. It could have been the one playing the horn. It could have been his waitress in the ddli. Hell, it could be



Lieutenant MacEdan for dl he knew. There was no way of telling by smple observation, and it sure as hdl wouldn't be
wearing asign.

If, that is, he was right.

He needed something more.

Then don't forget the dream, he told himsdlf; you've got a name—Emile Vaknir—remember?

He paused for a moment to lean against the railing, give his walk-weary legs a respite before moving on. Sightly
short of breath. Brunch sitting heavily in his stomach. This, he de-cided when he redlized how far away the Lighthouse
il was, was aredly dumb idea.

The wind picked up, amplifying the steady ralling roar of the surf.

Vdknir.

He shook his head; it was only a dream.

EmileVaknir.

But if it was a dream, where did he get the name?

He used a pdm to wipe mist from his face, dried the hand on his hip, and stuck it back in its pocket. Almost
immedi-ately his cheeks were wet again, and he lengthened his stride, checking on the progress of that black wal of
clouds as it lumbered toward shore. When someone tapped his shoulder, he spun around, still moving, and scowled
when Doc Falcon held up an it's-only-me hand.

"I've been looking for you," Falcon said, effortlessy match-ing Proctor's pace.

"You could have found mein bed no problem,” Proctor told him shortly.

Ordinarily Falcon's expression would have been apology enough, but Proctor wasn't in the mood to let him off the
hook. "What isit?'

"Another body."

"Damn. Who?"

"A bdlman. A Salvatore Visconte. He was found in the men's room on the first floor—" He checked his watch.
"Al-most two hours ago now, tucked into the last stall and the door jammed so anyone in there would think it was
locked. In use, that is. Apparently he's been missing since last night's blackout.”

"Does Granna know?"

"A bit of luck for her. It was her Sergeant Cox who found him, so keeping it quiet, thus far, has been relatively easy.
Mr. Baron, the manager, is quite pleased with that. They're just saying it was afata heart attack.”

Proctor checked the black clouds again. "Right. Whatever you do, don't bother the guests." He looked skyward,
and to his left—the thin patches over the city had begun to fill in as the other clouds were pushed against them.

He moved faster, closeto atrot.

"Paul was unable to arrange an early meeting with that young woman."

"Whichiswhy you let me sleep.”

"No. Which iswhy she's agreed to talk to you later this afternoon. There is a stipulation, however."

"Good Lord, dl | want to do is ask her afew questions, make sure the story Cobb told us is accurate." He adjusted
his collar, swiped at his hair. "All right, what is it?"

"Shewill talk to you, but only if her cousin iswith her."

Proctor shook his head. "What is he, alawyer?'



"No, a composer who moonlights as a hotel maintenance man.”

Proctor couldn't help agrin. "You're kidding."

"Sheinsisted, Paul agreed. Evidently, it was the only way."

"Fine." He veered around a middle-age woman who pushed an old man in awhedchair. "What about Petra?"

"I have not seen her. No one else has, ether, or they're not taking."

"Everyonetalksto you, Doc. It's part of your charm.”

Falcon gave him no satisfaction by either atering his ex-pression or issuing a remak. In his deek expensive
topcoat, the scarf carefully set under his chin, and the bearing he car-ried, he looked like a man who could buy and sl
any one of these hotels a few times over. If he looked a dl unhappy, Proctor figured it was because he probably
wished held worn a hat to protect that bald dome.

"Proctor," he said as they rushed past the Showboat, "this woman."

"Don't ask, Doc, because | redly don't know. She lied to me. | want to know why."

"If | may say so, you're in danger of splitting yoursdlf off again."

"Say it dl you want, Doc. | ill want to find her and have a quiet word."

He said nothing about the mahjra, about the name.

if it wasn't a dream, Proctor, how did she get in and out?

The brief flurry of pedestrians was gone. Aside from a handful of women swinging into the hotel from the other
di-rection, there was no one near them. They could hear noth-ing but their own breathing, their footsteps, and the
waves striking the shore.

He didn't expect that the body would ill be there, but he wanted a look at that men's room before Granna turned
her lab boys loose. She would be concerned about contamination; he wanted to see if an ordinary man could have

done it.

A glance up a the beacon. Pde near the hotd itsdlf, it brightened as it reached the ocean. Even as he watched it
shimmered from blue to green.

As they approached the entrance, the light inside was so much brighter that he felt as if he were watching a theater
screen. Guests floated through the lobby; a bellman pushed a cart piled high with luggage; a haf dozen young men sat
around the fountain; two men without coats stood just outside under the awning, smoking, shoulders hunched
against the cold.

Proctor nodded to them as he pushed the nearest door open, already pulling at his jacket's zipper. Doc went
through an-other door, his scarf unwound, a hand working to open his topcoat.

"Get Taz," Proctor told him, angling toward the South Promenade.
Doc nodded.
"First chance | get," he added, "I'll give you the whole story.”

He didn't wait, he kept moving, pushing at his hair, wip-ing his face, rounding the corner and slowing when he saw
Granna halfway down.

Oh, boy, he thought.

There was a scowl on her face, and when she spotted him, it deepened.



LA D,
A

side from an expressionless patrolman standing guard at the men's room entrance, there were no indications this
was a crime scene. No curious onlookers, no press, no tech-nicians at work, no ydlow tape. All very low-key, dl very
... ordinary, and that bothered Proctor as Granna waked up to meet him.

A man had died, brutally, viciously, and the games went on as if nothing had happened.

Lifeinthefast lane.

"I just heard," he said when she was close enough to hear.

"Good for you. What do you want?' Her topcoat was open, her hands in its pockets.

He didn't hesitate: "To help, if | can."

"What, to track down Count Dracula?"

Heignored the sneer. "No, to eliminate him."

"Oh, please," she said. "You gave meaload of bullshit last night, Proctor, and | don't appreciate it. It is the same as
last time, and you know it."

He didn't know that at dl, but this wasn't the time to at-tempt a conversion. "Ther€ll be tak, though," he sad,
keep-ing his tone neutral. "It's already started in the papers.” A nod toward the Promenade's casino doors. "Sooner or
later, they're going to start talking, too."

"Heart attack."

"Sure. Until tonight's news."

She turned sideways to him, staring at the wal. Thinking, and clearly not liking what it was she thought.

"So you put mein your report,” he suggested reasonably. "l was in town, you happened to see me, you decided to
put out the brushfire before it got worse." A quick smile. "Serendipity, and a preemptive strike. Whatever the media
comes up with, itll be dead before they can get much out of it."

Her shoulders rose and fel. "My people have already been through. Finished just a couple of minutes ago." A
pained ex-pression, amost apologetic; she knew what he was thinking, and helpless against the power of the hotels
and the political falout. "They worked fast, okay? In and out. No fuss.”

"And?"'

"What do you think?'

"| think they didn't find anything they can use. Not until they get their microscopes working, anyway." He turned
as well, facing the casino. "No weapon, that's for sure."

She grunted.

A pair of waitresses stood in one of the doorways, voices low and unhappy, one of them pointing, the other
nodding. A troublesome customer, he reckoned, or a bitchy shift boss. When they saw him watching, they hustled

away.
"Security tapes," he said suddenly.
"Already looking, but it won't do any good."

"Too easy?'



A grudging half amile "Yeah. On the backup system, the cameras concentrate on the casino. Everything else is
sec-ondary. Like the john."

"Tough luck."

He waited. She would either let him have alook, or she wouldn't. Not terribly complicated. And she knew, or ought
to know, from the last time that he had no intention of talk-ing to the press.

She studied the floor. She studied the wall. She turned, and together they watched the gamblers, unconcerned and
uncar-ing.

He spotted Murray Cobb. The old man put a quarter into a machine and pulled the am. Stared at the tumblers,
scooped some money from the tray. Looked straight at Proctor and walked away, out of sight.

"Five minutes,” she said.

"Fair enough."

"More than that. Cox goes with you."

"Jesus, Granna, I'm not going to steal the damn toilet.”
She didn't react. "Cox goes with you."

"Whatever you say."

She turned to him then. "Damn right, whatever | say. And if by some miracle you do find something, you tdl me
right away, no screwing around."

He nodded. To add anything now might set off an explo-sion. She was right: He could only imagine the pressure
she was under, from a hundred different directions. Bad for the city. Bad for the hotel. Bad for the image. But the
Ripper kept killing, and the pressure kept building.

Another reason to be absolutely sure—he didn't want Granna to lose her job.

He shifted to tell her he was ready, and she said, "Wait," and waked over to the guard. He gave Proctor a puzzled
glance, then spoke into his shoulder radio. Proctor looked up toward the lobby, down toward the shops. He didn't see
Cobb, but he had afedling the old cop wasn't very far away.

A few minutes later Sergeant Cox popped through a casino door. Proctor stayed where he was until he heard his
name.

"One thing," MacEdan warned, long finger pointing at his chest. "One little thing, and | know it."

"Sure."

"Let them in," she ordered the patrolman, who stepped aside, ill puzzled.

Cox went firgt, pushing open the swinging door, holding it for Proctor, who was right behind them. They were in a
smdl anteroom, muted red wallpaper, a table with vase and flowers, achair, galleon on the high seas print on the wall.
The smdll wasn't strong, but it was there—antiseptic perfumed soap and cleanser.

"Thisisnuts,” the sergeant complained. "Y ou're not a cop.”

"That's right," Proctor agreed, and pushed into the main room.

Stopped on the threshold, and shook his head in wonder.

"Now, that," he said, "is amazing."



Someone shook Dacey's shoulder, hard, and she sat up abruptly, swallowing a scream. A second's disorientation,
and she remembered that as soon as her shift was over, she had taken refuge on the fourth floor. The bed had been
taken from the room, replaced by ten roll-away cots; with the exception of the television, it made the place look like a
barracks or a hospital ward.

The woman who had awakened her was aready on her way into the bathroom; three women still slept under light
blankets, one of them snoring lightly. The other cots were empty.

Oh, God, she thought, and rubbed her face hard, scratched through her hair, and put her feet on the floor. On one
wal was along wardrobe, and she padded over to it, opened one of the doors, and rubbed her eyes again. The ral had
been divided into ten sections by four-foot pieces of plywood. Lock-ers without doors. She found her uniform and
street clothes, and seriously considered grabbing the latter, dressing, and tak-ing the first bus out of the town.

But if she did that, she'd lose dl that money, dl that pay-ment money in the suitcase back a her apartment.

Jesus, Dacey, she thought; what the hdl kind of woman are you?

She knew, and at the moment she just didn't give a damn.

A shower, take the uniform to Housekeeping and replace it with a clean one, get something to eat, and by then
maybe shelll have thought of something to keep him happy. And if not happy, at least keep her dive.

The other woman came out of the bathroom, muttered, "Y our turn," and shouldered her away from the wardrobe.

By the time she was dressed, she gill had no firm plan, but the water and the towels and the image of the suitcase
made her fed alot better. Something would come her way. She knew it; she just knew it.

All she had to do was wait for the right time.

Reno Baron carefully replaced the receiver onto its cradle, pushed back from his desk, cupped his hands behind his
head, and stared blankly at the ceiling. His lips pursed in a silent whistle. His gaze shifted across the celling's surface.
He did not yield to the urge to take the gun from the lower left-hand drawer, go into the lobby, and shoot someone.
Anyone. He didn't give a damn who.

The owners were not happy.

He had spent an hour reassuring them that the bellman really had died of a heart attack, knowing the whole time that
sooner or later the truth would get out, and his ass would be grass.

"l do not deserve this," he said to the ceiling. "I do not deserve this."

Firgt the Cge woman, now this. Next thing you know, they'll find out the Ripper is a registered guest.
At least the damn backups had been repaired.

He sighed.

He decided it was time to grab some lunch and get out there among the sheep. Snip a little wool. Then go up to his
rooms, wake Greta up, and screw her brains out.

He grinned.

"Sounds likea plan," he said, and kept grinning until he left the office and one of the day clerks said, "Mr. Baron,
do you know if Stuart Hockman is coming in tonight? Greta wants him in early, but no one seems to know where he is."

"It's like| said to the mayor," Cobb told the bell captain. "l said, Your Honor, you get rid of haf the cars in this city,
you get rid of haf your problems.”

"Yeah." Demonico was behind his stand, elbows on the ledge. "I grew up in Staten Idand, | know what you mean."
"Pah," said Cobb with agrin. "Staten Island isn't red New York, you know that. It's likel said to the mayor—"
Delmonico gave him a look, and Murray laughed aloud. Smacked his lips and watched a car pull up to the curb.

Patrick Whatshisname—Malley, O'Malley, something like that—hur-ried outside to open the passenger door, and
Murray watched carefully.



Strange how these guys can be subservient and snotty a the same time Like the butlers in old movies, who
thought they owned the mansion, everyone else just renting space, Heck of away to earn aliving.

Certainly not stressful enough to earn ayoung guy like Sd Visconte a heart atack in the middle of the night.
Strange.

And then that Proctor kid shows up, talking to Lieutenant MacEdan. He's an investigator he says, so what's to
investi-gate about a heart attack in the john? Happens dl the time.

Strange.

He sniffed, nodded a good-bye to Delmonico, and wan-dered into the casino. There weren't a lot of people around
just now. Some out on the boardwalk getting a little air in their lungs, others testing the other casinos, others in the
restau-rants. He was hungry himself, but he didn't want to eat. Eat-ing meant getting out of the stream of things, things
happening he couldn't see. Likeif he'd been eating, he wouldn't have seen that Proctor kid talking to MacEdan. About
aheart at-tack victim?

Strange.

He paused midway down the row of roulette tables.

Now, that is strange, he thought; somebody here has af-tershave that smells just like cloves.

"Amazing," Proctor said again, and Cox crowded in be-hind him.

The room was large, the tiled wadls a soft white and gold, the ceiling white but darker. Against the right-hand wal
were the sinks and soap dispensers, hot-air drying machines, paper towels, and one long mirror, edged in ornate slver.
The uri-nas were on the left, and ten stalls were tucked into an a-cove in back. The floor was smooth, white-and-pale
blue, and clean enough so he could see a vague reflection when he looked down.

"Which stall?* he asked.

Cox pointed to the one on the end, on the right.

Proctor didn't move.

"Y ou're not gonnalook?"

"I'm already looking."

Cox snorted. "Y eah? At what?"'

"At no blood, that's what."

The room was clean. It even smdled clean, lemon and soap, not a hint of the scent of blood.

He waked dowly over to the stall, examining the floor as he went, knowing it was a waste because the techs had
al-ready gone over the place with everything they could carry. He veered toward the sinks, saw faint residue of
fingerprint powder at the edge of one chrome faucet.

"Your guys are good," he said, his voice carrying a dight echo.

"Damn right." Cox remained by the door.

"They the ones who cleaned up?'

Cox rolled his eyes. "Well, yeah. Once the lab boys léeft, the lieutenant had some guys in. The maids sure as hdl
weren't going to do it." He chuckled. "Union would've shit a brick."

"Bad, huh?"

The sergeant gave him alook, and he shrugged an apol-ogy for asking a stupid question. "So Housekeeping hasn't
been in yet. Or whoever takes care of this place.”



"Not that | know of, no. They'll be in later, probably, when the lieutenant gives the okay."

Proctor stared at the toilet, looked up at the ceiling to see if there was a convenient vent up there, one large enough
for aman to dip through after he'd finished tearing out some-one's throat. And since there wasn't, he would have had
to kill poor Visconte, take his eyes and tongue, and wak out of here without being seen.

Easy enough, considering the blackout.

"Hey," Cox said impatiently.

Proctor sighed silently.

Nothing here. He saw nothing, fet nothing. Too many pos-sibilities either way, and without a security tape there
was, now, no chance of an explanation that would convince MacEdan she wasn't dealing with another phony Jersey
Devil. Especidly since, despite the dream, he ill wasn't completely convinced himsdf. He needed to tak with that
woman, the one who saw the Ripper on the boardwalk, to see how much of her story was influenced by her fear.

"That'sit,” Cox told him.

"Sure," and followed the big cop out.

"Well?' MacEdan asked as soon as he came through the outer door.

"Nothing."

Shedidn't say | told you so, but it wasin her expression.

Which was when Taz ran up and said, "Boss, come on, you gotta see this."

Proctor nodded, crouched, stood, nodded again. "So he was in here? This one?' He pointed a the door; Cox
nodded. "How'd you know he was there?'

"Saw hisfeet."
"Ah. Tried to start a conversation, right?*
"Nope. Smelled the blood. Looked under and..." He shrugged and made a face.

Proctor could imagine it; the overwhelming stench of blood and death. He had a strong fedling the sergeant had had
to think twice before he stuck around to investigate.

"I wonder," he said, "why someone dse didn't find him before you?”

Cox rested a shoulder against the jamb. "The guy was smart. He put an out-of-order sign out there." A thumb jerked
over his shoulder. "You know, on one of those chrome post things."

"But you camein."

"Hey, when a man's gotta, a man's gotta, you know?"

Proctor nodded to show he did know, then pulled open the door. Toilet, toilet paper in a smoked-glass container,
one hook on the door, one on the wal. He kept his voice conversa-tional. "So how come you didn't use the one in
Bruno's room?"

Signs of powder here, too.

"l do get a bresk now and then, you know, Proctor. Stretch my legs. Hey, you gonna teke dl day or what? The
lieutenant said five minutes.”



TWENTY-THRHEE
A

handful of people hovered at the lobby doors, whisper-ing, one or two pointing. As Proctor passed the fountain,
he spotted Falcon over by Registration, speaking to atal, well-tanned man in a dark suit.

"Manager,” Taz whispered. "Reno Baron."

Proctor didn't ask why. Nor did he speculate on why there were a couple of lines of guests at the checkout counter,
bag-gage at their feet, impatience preventing them from standing ill. Instead, he followed Taz to the nearest door, and
saw afaint flickering outside. A frown, and he followed Taz onto the boardwalk, zipping up his coat as he went.

"What do you think?" Taz asked, pointing unnecessarily.

No wind; the clear scent of approaching rain mingled with the sdt air; the cloud cover overhead ill thin, with
streaks of black snaking through it; groups of tourists spread along the railing as far down as he could see, many with
video cam-eras up to their eyes. Excited. Nervous. Their breath in puffs, smoke signals as they spoke.

Beside him, Taz whispered, " Something, isn't it?"

Proctor didn't deny it.

Spider-leg lightning walked across the surface of the ocean. Not occasiona single bolts, but patches of them
scattered up and down the coast. Rapid and fierce, their numbers so great the thunder they produced merged into one
rolling, distant cannonade. Although he wasn't good at such things, Proctor reckoned them to be at least a mile or so
out.

"That's not natural," Taz said.

Tentatively Proctor agreed. "But I'm no expert,” he cau-tioned. "Maybe it is, | don't know."

Taz shook his head. "You don't have to be, Boss. That's not natural."

Spontaneous applause from some folks down the line, asif the display had been arranged just for them.

Every so often a bolt traveled horizontally through the clouds, and he saw how thick the cover was out there, how
black and heavy. He also had an idea why some guests were leaving—if they had seen this, they knew that the storm
to come would be considerably worse than the one they'd just experienced.

He adso suspected they hadn't a prayer of reaching the mainland before it struck again.

Taz gripped the railing with both hands. "Closer," he said, fascinated.

"Yeah."

"Gonnaget nailed."

"I think you'reright."

More applause, and laughter thistime.

"So, Boss," Taz said, dowly turning his head, "you gonna keep it a secret or do we get to know?'

The way Proctor looked at him, Taz thought for a second he had overstepped his bounds, but the belman's murder
and the weird story that poor chauffeur guy had told last night weren't doing much for his nerves. And the lightning
sure as hell didn't help.

Then Proctor said, "You'e right," and moved up the board-walk, passing under the beacon that amed gold at the
light-ning. Taz followed, flipping up his collar to try to block some of the cold. A glance left, and he saw Doc leaving



the hotel with Suze Acmarov, his hand at her elbow to guide and sup-port. The cousin wasn't with her.

He nodded when they joined him, couldn't help noticing Suze's apprehension. "He won't bite," he whispered with a
congpiratorial smile and a nod toward his boss.

She licked her lips nervoudly, and smiled back weakly. Said nothing. Hugging herself against the easy wind as she
watched the lightning walk the Atlantic's surface.

When a good fifty yards separated them from the nearest storm-gawkers, Proctor leaned against the railing and
faced the hotel. His collar was up, hands in jacket pockets, and when the beacon passed overhead, its glow never
touched his eyes. Doc stood beside him on his right, his expression neutral, and Taz wondered what he was thinking.
He himsdlf had been on one of these cases before, and although, in retrospect, it had been kind of a neat adventure, he
never wanted to do it again.

It told him too much about what he didn't know.

Doc cleared histhroat.

"Oh," Taz said, feeling alittle stupid, and made the intro-ductions, doing his best to sound professional, fully aware
he was trying to impress the woman beyond his actual status.

"Where's, uh, Mike?' he asked.

"Working, | guess." She shrugged asiif to say she was used to this, his not showing up when he was supposed to.
A sigh, and she looked at Proctor. "I think," she said hopefully, "what | saw was some kind of magician's trick, right?"

He lifted one shoulder. "Probably."

"What else could it be?" avoice asked, and they looked up the boardwalk, Taz frowning when he saw the old man,
that retired New Y ork cop waddling toward them, a big amile on his face. He nodded a greeting to Proctor and made a
tipping-his-hat gesture to Suze. She grinned, and his smile widened. "Old friends we are," he said to no one in
particu-lar. "Your hands dl right?"

She nodded quickly.

"Good. You may be a dancer, but your hands are impor-tant, too." He squinted up a Taz. "You ever think about
get-ting a haircut, kiddo?'

Taz didn't answer.

"No matter. You look good. Like whatshisname, the guy who danced in the white suit, except he's got dl puffy
these days, dl that rich food he can afford now." He moved to the railing, faced the sea. "I thought maybe I'd listen
in," he said to Proctor. "If that's dl right. Maybe she forgets something she told me, | can tdl you what it is" He
coughed into a gloved fist. "If that's dl right with you."

Taz watched Doc stiffen in annoyance, but Proctor only nodded, once, very dowly, not taking his gaze from Suze's
face.

Behind him the lightning walked, and the thunder grew more insistent.

Tez felt Suze take a breath then, grow tense, and he took a chance, put a pam lightly on the smal of her back. An
en-couragement. He figured she needed it the way Proctor stud-ied her, those eyes not even he liked to look a too
long.

They saw too much.

"Tell me" Proctor said quietly. Gently.

When Suze finished no one spoke, and she lifted a hand in question, squinting against the wind. "I wasn't drunk, if
that's what you're thinking." Defensive, clearly wondering why she'd agreed to tak. She looked up a Tez. "l wasn't.
Mr. Cobb can tdl you."

"I didn't say you were." Proctor shifted.

The lightning crackled audibly, its thunder gaining echoes, and Taz watched as most of the people standing &t the



rall began to drift away uneasily.

Proctor shifted again, adjusting his collar, swiping a the har the wind snapped around his face. "Maybe we
should—" he said, and lifted a chin toward the hotel.

Taz was surprised when Suze shook her head emphatically. "No. | want to know now, Mr. Proctor. If we go inside,
some-thing will distract us, and anyway, Baron will be on me to get back to work. Taz told me you would understand.
He said you would explain." Her voice began to tremble. "You don't know the nightmares, Mr. Proctor. So please now,

okay?'
"Mahjra," he said.

She blinked in astonishment, lowered her head, looked up. "Mahjrachin,” she told him, wonder in her tone.
"Russian. That's the Russian. | remember my grandmother, she used to..." Her voice faded, lips moving until at last she
shook her head quickly. Hard. "A story. You know, scare the kids with spooky stuff. It's been so long since I've heard
it

Taz had no idea what they were talking about, but he saw the way Proctor's mouth pulled a one corner, not quite a
amile. Doc was no help, his face gave nothing away, and the old cop only coughed and spat over the rail.

"A quick course," Proctor said then, looking up at the bea-con, looking away, but not at them. "If there's any such
thing asarare. .. let's cdl him a creature, this is it. Very little writ-ten down. Most of it ord history, and not much of
that, ei-ther. Some dam he's a form of vampire, or some low-order demon." He looked up. "He's neither of those.
Mahjra. Heiswhat heis."

His voice was low, yet it carried through the thunder, the growing anger of the surf, the growing roar of the wind.

"Heis, to coin a cliche, mostly a creature of the night. Sunlight weakens but doesn't kill him. Much stronger than
most men. No wings, but he can fly in some limited way | can't remember. Gliding maybe, I'm not sure. According to the
stories, his nails can elongate into razor-sharp claws. Think of the fingernails you've seen in pictures of those old
Chi-nese emperors. He uses them to scoop out his victim's eyes and cut out the tongue. Then ... he eats them."

"Jesus," Taz said, shuddering. "He can't just drink blood?"

Proctor gestured at his eyes, his mouth. "The eyes see, the tongue speaks. | don't know exactly how it works, but
they sustain him, and it's the way he learns about the time he's in. As well as keeping the victims from describing him.*'

"But they're dead,” Taz protested.

Proctor looked at him. "Thistime, yes. But not always."
"Aw, jeez, Boss."

Doc touched a gloved finger to his chin. "He'simmortal ?"

"No, just extremdy long-lived. He ages, but very dowly. He's not the Living Dead, a waking corpse. He's not a
ghost. Like | said, he's not a demon. He is, however, as vicious as any demon you've ever heard of. He doesn't care
about any-thing except surviving."

Cobb coughed, and spat again. "So you're saying this thing is real ?'
Proctor didn't answer.

The spider-leg lightning was replaced by single broad flashes, the cannonade by explosions so loud Taz felt them in
his bones.

When Proctor spoke again, it was to Suze, patiently, care-fully explaining the gimmicks used to produce what
looked like migt, or fog. "Y ou weren't running as fast as you thought," he said gently, "and his illuson made him seem
that much faster. He counts on that, the distortion of perspective and time, for everything to work. You were angry,
and inahurry." A faint one-sided grin. "You can do pretty weird things to yourself in a state like that."

She shook her head in confusion. "That's what Mr. Cobb said, too, but | don't know. It seemed so red, you know?"
Fingers pushed back through her curls. "I wish Mischa were here" Her smile was amost rueful. "He's more Russian
than me He remembers these things better. He knows the stories.”



"It wouldn't meke any difference," Proctor answered in the same careful tone. "A mahjra isn't Russian. Like a
vampire or a were-beast, it crosses cultures." He inhaled dowly, deeply. "The most important thing is, Miss Acmarov,
that the Ripper is not one of these things your grandmother told you about. He probably doesn't even know about it."
His voice hardened. "Believe me on this, he's nothing more than a brutal killer. A butcher. Playing games, that's dl. The
eyes, the tongue, he's playing games." He nodded sharply. "You were very lucky, Suze. Very, very lucky."

Cobb gripped the railing with both hands and leaned back, face to the strengthening wind, cheeks and forehead
redden-ing. "He can't be awoman?"

Proctor hesitated. Then: "Yes, it can."
The old cop nodded, bowed his head, grunted.

Abruptly Suze held out her hand, and Proctor took it. "Thank you," she said. "l've got to get to rehearsal, but
thanks. Really."

She was gone before Taz could have a word, but he watched her hurry into the hotel, head up, one hand holding
her coat closed at the throat. When she was gone, he said, "She's not sure.”

"I know." A pause. "But shewill be."

Tez redlized then that his teeth had begun to chatter, that the temperature had continued to fdl. Flares of slver
darted through the beacon as it swept over the beach, and he couldn't tell if they were rain or snow.

"Correct meif I'm wrong,” Cobb said, putting his back to the wind, "but the way you tak, you tak like this thing is
red. Likeit walks around like anorma person. Like we can't tdll the difference.”

Doc snorted. . Proctor blew out a breath, atemporary veil before hisface. "Y ou can't," he said.

"Tough fella" The old man took off his hat, scratched through his hair. "Could be me even, just standing here,
listening to you taking.”

Proctor nodded.

Cobb replaced his hat, adjusted it with both hands. "Very entertaining, Mr. Proctor, | enjoyed the story. You helped
the girl, and that's important. She doesn't redize it yet, but you did." He started for the hotel. "But it doesn't help me
find the man who killed Fred."

Taz shivered violently when a surge of damp cold passed through him. A check over Proctor's shoulder, and he saw
that the lightning had stopped. So had the thunder. His watch told him it was only afew minutes after three.

He looked a Proctor. "Not many people know about this mahjra thing, right?’

Proctor nodded.

"So what are the odds?' he asked.

Doc looked a him strangely; Proctor didn't look at him at al.

Taz shook his head, his right hand out to indicate the length of the boardwalk. "For something that hardly anyone
knows about, what are the odds that two—no, maybe four people who know about this ... | don't know, this rare thing,
are in the same place a the same time?"

Proctor pushed away from the railing and headed for the entrance. Not a look, not a sound.

"That's what | thought," he said in whispered resignation. "Son of a bitch, that's what | thought."
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Proctor sat in the Briny, a glass of ginger de and a smal basket of tiny pretzels in front of him, jacket hung on the
back of his chair. Except for the bartender, he was the only one here.

Wheat are the odds?

He had |eft the others on the boardwalk, knowing from their expressions that they would, for the time being, keep
their distance. Timeto think was what he needed, and a place to do it in. The room was no good—present or not, Petra
would be distracting, and wandering the halls as he had the night before would sooner or later dert Hotel Security. It
was too cold outside, the lobby sowly degenerating into mild chaos. The Briny, however, once he saw it was empty,
promised a few minutes of paradoxical peace, since the casino below provided him with sufficient white noise not to
bother him.

What are the odds?

He sat so he could rest his am on the carved wall's flat top, watching but paying little attention to the gamblers. Not
that there were dl that many. The middle of Saturday after-noon, and less than hdlf the tables were open, and the ones
in use werentt filled. He suspected that, storm or no, this wasn't unusual. Southward, the density of casinos promised
continuous excitement—you don't get it in one, wak next door to the next, or the next, often through connecting
tun-nels. Here, walking next door was, for many, too much of a hike. While there were some who probably appreciated
the relative lack of dectric tension, most apparently didn't.

Come on, Proctor, what are the odds?

He sipped; he ate; he stirred the ginger ae with a cocktail straw and listened to the music of the ice cubes as they
ric-ocheted off each other and the side of the frosted glass.

Got a better question for you, Taz, he thought; what are the odds that | had a dream about a woman, and she told
me the mahjras name?

Mischas fingers hovered over the keyboard, his eyes closed, his lips moving slently as he played and sang
with-out a sound. In his head it was great, this latest song of his. A balad, a hymn to unrequited love. Touching
without being maudlin; clever without announcing it; the voice deliberately sexless so anyone could sing it.

Dacey was hismuse.

Beside him, a square piece of scrounged plywood balanced on the tops of four folding chairs. It held blank sheet
music and a hdf dozen pencils, but not a note, not aword had been written yet. He wanted to learn it first; he wanted
to meke sure.

What he wanted was Dacey Logetta; what he wanted was to be one of those guys he'd seen with her at the end of
her shift, sneaking off am in am, smiling, laughing, bumping hips ... promising.

Nothing he'd done so far had changed a thing. He was ill "cute," the unoffensive piano guy with the black curly
hair. The safe one.

He growled softly.

You are pathetic, Acmarov, you know that, right? You are goddamn pathetic.
The door opened, and someone said, "Oops, sorry."

He looked and smiled. "Hey, Zach."

Zach Berls, the maintenance crew's afternoon chief, grinned through his heavy brown beard. "Doing the genius
thing?'

"Trying."

"You'l get it, no sweat. Need you, though."



He could have argued, but didn't fed likeit. Part of his job was helping out the crew when needed. It had been made
to seem asif he had an actua choice; the redlity, reflected in his paycheck, was something quite different.

He closed the keyboard lid. "What's up?"
"Damn storm's ready to blow again. Gotta make sure the backups are okay."

And you couldn't do this alone? Mischa thought as he fol-lowed the stocky man into the hal. A glance a his
watch, and he groaned. He was supposed to meet Suze upstairs in a couple of minutes; she was going to kill him.

They swung right and took a service elevator that only moved between this floor and those below. When they
reached the next stop, Berls handed him a bulky, high-intensity flash-light, warning him not to am it at his eyes, or
look too long at the beam. "Damn thing'll louse up your eyes, kid"

Mischa had been down here severa times before, and didn't like it. A series of vast rooms lined with pipes and
bun-dled wires, machinery whose purpose he could only guess a, lighting from caged bulbs that didn't quite do the
job. The only sounds, the clank and constant hum of engines. All it needed was dripping water and escaping steam,
and held fed asif he stepped into a cheap horror movie.

"Meet you there," Zach said, giving him a playful shove toward asmdl area on the far side of the room, blocked off
by a ceiling-high wall of thick-wire mesh framed with pitted iron. Red warning signs. The mesh-and-sted door boasted
an electronic lock. He wondered if asimple pair of wife cutters would do the job anyway.

Back in the shadows Zach cursed.

Mischa ralled his eyes and switched on his light, passed it over the array of monitors and squat generators on the
other side.

"Holy shit," he said.
"What?' Zach yelled. "Y ou say something?"
"Yeah," he called, till working the light. "You'd better get over here, man. | think you got a problem.”

Lieutenant MacEdan said, "Mr. Gladman, you'll be happy to know therell be a car waiting for you downstairs in a
cou-ple of minutes. Sergeant Cox here is going to take you some-place we think is better for you right now."

Bruno shook his head. "I want to stay here. That man, that guy, he knows."
Please, Granna thought; please, I'm too tired for this crap.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Gladman, but you don't have a choice.”

Cox gestured at the floor. "Put your shoes on, pa. Were outta here."
Bruno shook his head again. Stubborn, like achild.

"l an't gonnatell you again,” Cox said, and jerked a thumb toward the two uniformed cops in the hdl. "Do it, or well
do it for you."

"No."

Grannas patience, already thin since her encounter with Proctor, signaled wesrily to her sergeant to get it over with,
and stepped into the hdl, nodding at the uniforms as they hur-ried past her to assist Cox. She rolled her eyes at the
high-pitched protests and the curses, steded herself against the scuffling and grunts of blows landed, had a bad
feding she'd have to answer for every damn bruise the chauffeur suffered, and whirled when she heard a shout of
dam.

"No," she said camly, when she saw Bruno swaying in the doorway. "This is foolish, Mr. Gladman. We're not the
bad guys here, remember?’

Gladman had a gun, and he wasted no time. Keeping the weapon trained on her heart, he sidled dong the wadl
toward the elevators. "You don't get it," he said, voice tight with fear. A amdl scratch on his brow seemed larger
against his pale skin. "I'm not going with you. I'm finding that guy. He knows, you don't."



From the corner of her vision, she saw Cox struggling to his feet, one of the others Unmoving on the bed, the
second uniform fighting his way clear of the legs of a chair.

"Mr. Gladman—"
"Swear to God, lady," he said, "one step, and I'll shoot."

Shetook it, a hand out.

Hefired.
Doc and Taz stood against the lobby wadl, the mermaid be-tween them and the milling guests. Harried bellmen

rushed their packed hand trolleys toward the back entrance, many guests carried their own bags, and the noise filled

the room like an old-fashioned train station.

"Wheat should we do, Doc?"

"I must confess, Paul, I'm at aloss.”
"I have to tell you, | don't get it. One minute he acts like this mahjra thing is for red, the next he's making like it's

only some nutcase." He snorted alaugh. "I didn't mean 'only' some nutcase. | meant—"

"I know, Paul, | know."

"So what do you think? About the nut, | mean.”
Doc shook hishead. "Again, I'm at aloss."

"Y ou want to know what | think?'

"It would help."
"l think the boss believesit, only he doesn't know it just yet. | think ... | think | do, too. Like | said, the odds. And

..." He shook his head. "Never mind, it's not important.”

Doc glanced at him sideways. "Paul.”
Taz dumped a hit, stared unhappily at the floor. "I think, Doc, you don't like this very much. You and Lana, dl those
hours in the office making melook at pictures and things, finding the fakes and stuff, making me concentrate ... that's a

whole 'nother thing than this, and you redly don't like it."
Doc didn't respond beyond the touch of two fingers to the knot of histie.
"Doc, | didn't mean to insult you. Honest to God, | wasn't damming you or anything."

"l understand.” Doc straightened his shoulders. "It is, as you say, entirely different out here." He adjusted his
pocket handkerchief, stared at his hand for a moment, and let it drop to his side. "Another confession, Paul, about

which you will tell no one."

"Cross my heart, swear it."
"l had no idea, Paul. | had no ideait would be like this."

The odds, Proctor thought with a glance a the gamblers, are too damn long.
A sound effect below made him start, reminding him of the walking lightning, and he frowned for amoment. Taz had
been right about that, too—a display like that couldn't possi-bly be natural.

"Y ou know what your problem is?' he whispered.

No, he answered silently; what?

"Y ou're thinking too damn much.”
A sardonic grin for his pronouncement of the at-long-last obvious, and he picked out four of the smdl pretzels and



placed them in arow in front of him. Used the straw to poke at them, shift them around into meaningless patterns.
Trying to clear his mind, not to think but to fed. To see beyond the logic of things to the sense of them. Scowling,
grunting softly, shaking his head dowly in frustration because there was some-thing in the way. Something blocking
him. Something that would not alow him to take that last step, the one through the Looking Glass, his Looking Glass,
into the world too few knew.

He didn't look up when someone took the chair opposite him.
He didn't move when a slender finger appeared over the pretzels, and along clear nal hooked one and lifted it away.

He heard the first crunching bite, he heard the chewing, and he heard a friendly voice say, "Mr. Proctor, |
understand you're looking for me. My name is Emile Vaknir."
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nder the lifeboat portico departing guests gathered with their luggage, waiting for their automobiles, snarling about
the time it took ataxi to arrive, arguing with the bell captain, who looked to commit murder. Every few seconds one of
them, usually aman, would step into the open and stare at the sky, shrug, and step back.

The wind was constant, neither wesk nor strong; they could see their breath, puffs and plumes of it.
They could feel the cold.

"This is the Shore," one man complained. "It can't snow here, can it?"

"Stick around,” someone answered grumpily. "You'd be surprised.”

A minor fender bender between a van and a jithey made them groan at the anticipated delays, a one-legged gull
scolded them from atop one of the obelisk globes; an ambulance siren cried; someone's brakes sguealed; three patrol
cars dammed to a halt at the curb, and a dozen cops climbed out and hus-tled inside.

No one asked why, they only demanded faster action.
The afternoon darkened.
And they could all fedl the cold.

"I don't know about you," Vdknir said amigbly, "but I'm enjoying myself immensely this weekend." He took a
pretzel from the basket and studied it as if he'd never seen one be-fore popping it into his mouth. He smiled as he
chewed. He swallowed. "Aren't you?"

There was nothing sinister, and certainly nothing dramatic, about him. His narrow forehead was a rectangle of
smooth corners and barely perceptible edges, his brown eyes had a faint Orienta cast, but his nose and lips were
nondescript, his teeth when he smiled neither filed nor fanged. Slightly swarthy skin. Thick far hair brushed straight
back, just reaching the callar of his ordinary dark brown suit.

"Of course," he said, "as soon as | heard about you, | just had to meet you."

Proctor sat back dowly, diding his hands off the table— one settled on the armrest, the other dipped into his lgp
where it shifted in and out of afig.

Vdknir ate another pretzel and made a face, an exagger-ated shudder. "Too much salt. Bad for the heart." He haf
turned and signaled the bartender for adrink, making it clear dl he wanted was a beer. Looking a Proctor, he said, "
never drink ... wine" and guffawed, dapping the table with a pam, wiping an invisible tear from his eye. "Damn, I've
always wanted to say that."

Proctor picked up his ginger de and sipped it, not because he was thirsty, but to see how badly his hand would
shake. It didn't, no sign at dl of how he felt—till startled, and def-initely gill off balance. Fesr, if it came, would come
later.

He wished he had his gun.

Whatever doubts he might gtill have had about the mahjras being in the city faded when he replaced his glass and
caught aclear, distant scent of cloves.

When the beer was delivered, Vaknir held it up to the dim light, turning the glass dowly. "The sad thing about
vampires is, Mr. Proctor, that they can dress up dl they want, they can live a thousand years, but they can never truly
enjoy the good life. Pleasant company, a fine med, a decent beer. Cheers." And he drank hdf the glass without once
taking his gaze from Proctor's face.

When he was finished, he set the glass down. "Are you going to live a thousand years, Mr. Proctor?’



Proctor shook his head. "I doubt it."

"Me, too, Mr. Proctor. | doubt you will, either." He wiped a trace of foam from his upper lip with the side of a finger.
"But you haven't answered my question yet, sr. Are you hav-ing a good time?"

Proctor fdt it then—a curious cold cam settling over and within him. A comfortable, familiar sensation that alowed
him, after a moment, to answer, "Not yet. But | will."

"Wonderful. That's great. But | think you're wrong there, as well."
n R%l |y.ll

"But of course. Having a good time requires ... well, it requires life, Mr. Proctor. Life in dl senses of the word." A
quick toothsome smile. " ou won't be living that long."

"Maybe. Maybe not."

Vdknir grunted, traced the side of his glass with the edge of his thumb. "You doubt my prophetic abilities?"

Proctor shrugged; he didn't care one way or the other.

The mahjra laughed silently without parting his lips. "Amazing. You sit there without a quiver, and yet you know
what I've done. Well, not all that I've done. But you know. And dill... nothing. | like that, actualy. A man resigned to
his fate. It makesit dl so much easier.”

Ddliberately Proctor looked away and down at the gam-bling floor, noticing a few people in open topcoats, unable
to leave without making one last bet. He spotted Reno Baron across the way, traveling up the escalator, back too rigid,
ams too tiff. From the Tides he could hear, faintly, the jazz trio, the song unknown.

He blinked dowly, redlizing for the first time how rela-tively quiet the place had become. Only afew dlots ringing, no
commotions & the tables, just afew murmurs of conver-sations rising toward the celling. It was more like three in the
morning than three in the afternoon.

At the corner of his vision, he saw Vaknir drag the pret-zd basket toward him as he signaled languidly for another
beer. On the Gdlery opposite, he saw Baron standing at the top of the escalator, and from the manager's expression he
guessed the man had received some unpleasant news.

The second drink was delivered.

Thetrio played on.

Again deliberately, Proctor turned his head and, keeping his tone flat, said, "Why?'

Puzzled, Vaknir cocked an eyebrow. "Why what?"

"All those people. Y ou don't need them. Not all of them."

"True enough.”

"Then why?'

"It pleases me."

"But you bring attention to yoursalf. | wouldn't think that would be wise."

Vdknir hooked another pretzel; the nail had grown. "They haven't caught me have they?" A shrug. "Not for a very
long time." He drank, wiped his lip, leaned forward, holding up an index finger close to his chest, so no one ese could
see. The nail had grown again, Sx inches now and sharp. His expres-sion remained perfectly bland. "You redlize, don't
you, that | could, if | wanted, reach across this table and open your throat before your heart took another beat."

Proctor nodded carefully, a the same time making sure he didn't stare directly into those eyes. He had seen what
looked like tiny points of fire there, or pinpricks of light that were not reflections. Whichever they were, he made sure
they would not entrap him.

Vaknir's eyes narrowed. "That | choose not to do this should please you."



Proctor only smiled coldly. "The point being?"

Vaknir tapped the finger against his chest; the nail with-drew. "The point, Mr. Proctor, is that | am in control. | am
always in control. You would do wel to remember that."

"Y ou sound like a cheap movie."

"Lifeisacheap movie, Mr. Proctor."

Proctor couldn't help it; he barked alaugh. "Jesus, that's awful."

Vaknir's expression didn't change. "Please, don't tempt me."

Proctor raised a hand in a blatantly insincere apology, picked up his own glass, and drank, abruptly aware of how
dry his throat was, how tight were the muscles across his chest. He wanted out of this place, but he dared not move.

Foolishly he had issued an unspoken challenge, and was just as foolishly determined to see it through.

The lights flickered then, so quickly he wasn't sureiif it had actually happened, and he could fed a subtle change in
the ar pressure, sense the building shudder as if something had dammed against it.

The storm, he thought; it's back.

Vdknir didn't seem to notice. He emptied his glass, smacked his lips loudly. "You don't know much about me, do
you? My kind."

"More than you think."

The mahjra shook his head in a mild scolding. "I've been around too long to be bluffed by someone like you, Mr.
Proc-tor. Don't insult me It's ... insulting." He rested his elbows on the table, steepled his fingers under his chin. "You
are, as the saying goes, a babe in the woods, yes? No. A sheep among wolves. Worse; alamb.”

Proctor gave him an insolent, one-shoulder shrug.

Vdknir's answering laugh stayed deep in his throat. "Amaz-ing. I've heard some things about you, you know. You
have a certain reputation. Here and there."

Proctor rotated his nearly empty glass with two fingers, dowly, feding the meting ice cubes bump softly against
the sides. "And this is supposed to be ... what? A compliment? A threat?'

"Good heavens, no, Mr. Proctor, not a threat at dl. A sm-ple matter of survival, a man as wel read as you should
know that." A finger up—pay attention. "The man who better knows his enemy has the better ground. And | know a
hell of alot more about you than you know about me."

Again, Proctor couldn't help it; he laughed, a single ex-plosive sound. "Sorry, Emile but | think Pogo said it better,
for this particular situation."

Vdknir frowned. "l don't know what you mean. Who is that? What did he say?"

"It doesn't matter who he is," Proctor answered. "What he said was something like | have met the enemy, and he is
us."

"I don't get it."
"Of course not."
A draft circled the table, fluttering the napkins before mov-ing on.

Suddenly Vaknir grinned expansively and clapped his hands once, rubbing his pams together briskly. "I'm telling
you the truth, Proctor, | really am having a wonderful time. And now it's even better, dl because of you."

"I'm glad you're happy."
"l am. Redlly, | am."

Proctor spun the glass one more time before pulling his hand away. "Y ou won't be."



Vaknir's grin became a delighted smile, a hand pressed to his heart. "I can't get over just how amazing you are.
Amaz-ingly stupid. Amazingly arrogant.” He popped another pretzel into his mouth. "I loveit. | redly love it The grin
stayed; the voice lowered. "For every step you take against me, Mr. Proctor, someone will die. Remember that, should
you get the urge to play hero." He licked his lips asif anticipating a feast. "For every thing you think you know about
me there are a dozen you don't." He waggled a warning finger. "And that, my friend, is going to kill you." Another
pretzel as he rose, not atdl man at dl and dender. "I'll leave you to pay the check, if you don't mind."

"My pleasure."

"l suppose it would be too much to shake hands, one wor-thy opponent to another."

Proctor's smile was cold. "Absolutely."

"l thought so0." He bent over, cocked his head, afaint splash of firein his eyes, one hand firm on Proctor's shoulder.
Pulled it quickly away, backed up a step, scowling. Whispering harshly: "It will be dark soon, Mr. Proctor. Far
warning—the night is mine."

He straightened, dipped a hand casualy into a pocket, and waked away, waving a friendly farewdl to the
bartender. At the exit he sidestepped with outspread arms and exaggerated apologies to the two men about to enter,
turned, and waved to Proctor before dipping out of sight.

Nothing left of him but the faint scent of cloves.
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roctor felt as if he were going to explode. After along moment drawn thin to its breaking point, he reached for his
glass and stopped, startled a how violently his hand trembled. He slapped it flat on the table and pressed it hard
against the glass top as Taz and Doc joined him. With-out acknowledging them beyond a curt nod, he closed his eyes,
willing his heart to beat, his lungs to work, and his tem-per not to go nova.

fair warning.

He could fed his neck muscles begin to quiver, so taut were they, and he concentrated on them, reaxed them as
best he could; he corralled the obscenities that swirled through his mind; he licked dry lips.

"Boss?"

Keeping his eyes closed, his voice tight and deep: "In a minute.”

There had been atime once when Vaknir's constant smil-ing mockery would have sent him lunging across the table
for his throat; there had been atime once when he had been too filled with his own sense of righteous purpose and
retribu-tion, and the affront he had just received would have exposed him for what he had been—too young, too
hotheaded for a reasonable, much less rationd, response; and there had been atime once, not so long ago, when he
believed he had out-grown the dictates of his temper.

"Proctor."

Tight-lipped: "In aminute, Doc, in aminute.”

He was angry for a number of reasons, not the least of which was because he had been, findly, afraid.

Afraid of how easily Vdknir had manipulated him, and taunted him, and had gotten so close Proctor could almost
fed the flesh of his throat parting.

He took a stuttering breath, eyes dill closed. "That man. The one you bumped into. That was him."

"Who?' Taz said.. "Who do you think?'

A pause, then: "Son of abitch."

Proctor heard Doc mutter something and leave, returning a minute later to place three glasses on the table. He
amdled liquor, strong liquor, and he swallowed hard. Waiting until he could open his eyes and not scream his anger.
When at last he did, and was able to focus, Taz was pae and Doc rigid; Taz's tumbler was aready haf empty, Doc's
gl untouched and on the table, cupped in his padms.

"Y ou got agood look?' His voice was strained.

They nodded.

"You can describe him to Lieutenant MacEdan if you have to?"

They nodded again.

When Taz made to rise, however, Proctor said, "Wait," and after several deep breaths, he gave them as close to a
word-by-word account as he could of his conversation with the mahjra

every step you take against me
"We have to be careful ."

"They're going to die anyway," said Doc bluntly. "He wants to freeze you. If you worry too much, you won't be able
to do anything."



"I know."

"Then it stands to reason we should have as many people working with us as we can."

Proctor picked up his liquor and sipped it, grimaced, and put it down quickly. Whatever it was, it was too strong,
but the taste and the reaction shocked him onto a ledge just above his ill boiling rage. Fighting for control had
seldom been so difficult.

"It'sabig hotel, Doc. And think for a minute what we'd have to tdl the lieutenant.

"Okay, Granna, here's the deal—your psycho killer is a young guy, looks about my age, blond and brown-eyed,
or-dinary build, boring brown suit. No horns, no tail, no fangs, no cloven hoofs. How do | know he's the one? He told
me We met over beer and pretzels just alittle while ago, and he told me."

Doc nodded. "Yes. 1 see your point. | suppose that means were pretty much on our own."

Proctor watched with grim amusement as Taz emptied his glass in a couple of swallows, and choked, tears instantly
fill-ing his eyes. A napkin took care of the tears, awesk smile suggested he was dl right now, don't mind me, I'm a jerk.

"And when we find him?*

"Well, that's easy," Taz declared hoarsely. "We finish him."

"How?'

"l don't know. Guns, stakes, silver bullets, knives, hel, | don't know."

Proctor shook his head. "Neither do I. And if we are lucky enough to confront him, with whatever weapons we pick,
and werre wrong ..." He lifted his right hand; it was reasonably steady. "He said he knew me. Of me How did he know |
was here? How did he know what | looked like?'

Doc looked pensive; Taz bit down on his lower lip.

"Right," Proctor said to the younger man. "The three of us, Mr. Cobb ... and Miss Acmarov. | seriously doubt the
old man would tel a stranger dl about me, do you?"

"Boss, |—"
"Where is she, Taz?'

"She wouldn't—"

Proctor stared him silent. "'l didn't say she told him. In fact, | doubt she did. But she told somebody, and we have to
find out who." He toyed with his glass, pushed it away. "Taz?"

The young man shrugged helplessly.

Doc cleared his throat. "She said something about an early performance today. A supper show, | believe. And a
rehearsal beforehand.”

Proctor stood. "Where do they rehearse?"

Tez pointed at the floor. "One floor down." A week smile. "She told me before. They have a rehearsal thing down
there. That's where her cousin works, too, sometimes. On the piano.”

"The piano," Proctor said flatly.
Taz shrugged. "He writes song and stuff, | think."
"Get her."

n I can "

"Now, Taz." Proctor frowned. "Get her. Bring her here. | don't care what she's doing, just bring her. Now."



Taz jumped at the vehemence in Proctor's voice, nearly tipped over his chair as he stood. A shaky nod, and he was
gone.

And Doc said, "It wasn't his fault, you know." Helifted his chin. "I'll find that woman for you. If you insist.”
Proctor didn't apologize, shook a finger when Doc made to rise. "Hang on a minute." He sagged back in his chair,
low-ered his head so that his chin nearly touched his chest. "Doc, we've got a problem here, and | don't know how to

solveit."

Bruno Gladman couldn't go any higher unless he climbed out a window to get up to the roof. He wasn't sure what
floor he was on, but he could tell this wasn't for the ordinary guests. Everything looked too rich, too classy.

And it was only a matter of time before the cops found him.

He was pretty sure he hadn't hit the lady lieutenant, but he hadn't stuck around to find out. As soon as hed fired,
he raced down the hal and dammed through afire door into a stairwell. They would expect him to try to get out of the
hotel as fast as he could, so hed gone up instead and wandered the hallways at a trot until he redlized he was trapped.

He had to go back down.

What he needed was alittle luck, and stairs that dropped below the main floor. Even in his panic, he knew that the
hotel was too large for them to cover every inch every sec-ond. Not for him. He was a nobody. He wasn't the Ripper.

His eyes filled with sudden tears, and he wiped mem away angrily.

He used a different fire door, and looked over the railing, into a darkness that pooled a the bottom. Not a sound
be-yond the dow muffled howl! of awind.

He gripped the metd railing with his left hand, held the gun in his right, and climbed down as quietly as he could.
As fast as he could. Each step one fervent prayer closer to stay-ing dive.

Proctor avoided Falcon's eyes, the disapproval he saw there. And the uncertainty. Instead he pulled something
from his pocket, the red chip, and rubbed it between his thumb and fingers asiif it were aworry bead.

A long silence before he findly said, "I'm sorry | snapped at him, okay? I'll meke it up to him later."
Falcon nodded. "You're under pressure. It's understand-able."
"No, Doc, it's not." He rapped the chip against the table. "Nothing's understandable around here. Least of dl me"

Falcon picked up his drink, swirled it, took a sip. "You're saying you're not yourself, is that it? That this..." He
ges-tured with the glass. "That this is unusual.”

Proctor set the chip down and folded his hands on the table. "Doc, there's no time to explain how things usualy go
when | find out it's not a scam. Youll have to trust me when | say, thisis not usual for me | learn fast. | have to. But..."
His expression twisted in frustration. "Damn.” He pushed a the chip with his folded hands. "It's like I'm living in a
cloud, Doc. Sometimes | see things clearly, but most of the time | can't see anything but shapes, and | don't know how
to get rid of it."

Falcon sipped again. "Perhaps, if what you tdl meis true, he's already used that mesmerizing ability."

Proctor managed a amile. "Clouded this man's mind, did he?"

"You can't discount it."

"But | only met him tonight. A few minutes ago. Unless he's so powerful he can—no, he's not. He's ... no."

"Then count yourself lucky that you're till alive."

Proctor nudged the chip again, staring at it, not realy see-ing it. "That's the other point, Doc—he could have easily
killed me, but he didn't. He threatened to, and | thought he was just playing with me, mocking me. But he could have
done it so easily. He could have fixed the bartender so the guy wouldn't notice anything for a while, then killed me

right here. Or he could have used those eyes on me and waked me out like we were old friends, and done it somewhere
else. But he didn't.



"Why, Doc?"

Doc scratched the side of his nose. " Something you said?'

"| doubt it."

"Something you did?"

"l didn't do anything."

Doc leaned forward, just alittle. "But you don't know that, do you?"

Proctor banged the table softly with his double fists. And again. "That's exactly the point. | haven't a clue what the
hell to do. | tried a bluff of my own, but he knows damn wel | don't know jack about him. He's ..."

Falcon sat back. "In control. Just as he said. And that, as Paul might say, pisses you off."

"Doc, you have no idea how right that is."

The older man grunted. "l have a question.”

"I don't have any answers."

"How did you know his name? How did you know he wasn't just a murderer?"

Proctor closed his eyes. Swalowed. Looked at Falcon and said, "I had a dream.”

By the time Bruno reached the fourteenth floor, he had taken to descending two steps at atime.

Thewind, and his footsteps, were too loud.

Between the twelfth and eleventh floors, his hand dlipped off the railing, and he sprawled onto the landing, his head
glancing off the concrete-block wall. He gasped at the pain, a the split second of darkness, and when he tried to
stand, redized held done something awful to his right ankle. When he checked it, sucking in a harsh breath at the fierce

tender-ness around the ankle, he saw blood from a nasty scrape. Nothing to worry about there, if he could only ill
walk.

It took afew tries to get to his feet, and as he leaned against the railing, panting, he heard the clank and hiss of a
door opening far above him.

He held his breath, sweat on his face and hands, running ice down his back; he listened and heard nothing; he
hopped on one foot to the stairs, listened again, and heard someone cdl his name softly.

He hopped-fell into the landing corner, the gun aiming up the stairwell toward the ninth floor.

He knew that voice.

And amoment later, he recognized the laugh.

Doc pushed his glass away as Proctor finished telling the dream. "I see a couple of things, possibly."

Proctor waited.

"Either the dream was genuinely prophetic—something you might consider—or it wasn't a dream a dl, in which
case that entertains another unpleasant notion we need not go into right away. Or you somehow aready knew the
name and at-tached it to the dream.”

"You're saying she's not human. Or has, | don't know, powers."

Falcon looked pained. "I'm saying that's not what should concern us now, Proctor, if indeed that's the case.
What—"

Proctor lowered his head and thought for a moment, then raised it dowly, his eyes narrowed. "Find her, Doc. | don't
care how. Spread money around, | don't care how much. Bribe the staff, bribe that Baron guy, | don't give a damn. Find
her, Doc. Believe mg it is definitely something that concerns us now."



Bruno fired twice, and twice the mahjra grinned, waving at the air in front of him asif batting the bullets away. Then
it leaned over him and grabbed his wrist, squeezing effort-lessy until the tears came and the gun fdll.

When Bruno could see again, his mouth opened to scream, and Vaknir clamped a padm over it with a scolding shake
of his head. The nal, the claw, on his other hand was less than an inch from the corner of Bruno's Ieft eye.

"Are you a gambling man, Mr. Gladman? Don't answer, it's dl right, | won't think you rude. Think instead. Think
about how long I'm going to let you live. Think about how quickly you're going to want to die."

It happened so swiftly, Bruno didn't understand at first what the mahjra held so delicately between its teeth. When
he did, and the pain in the empty socket arrived, he shrieked beneath the hand and began to struggle.

And Vaknir grinned and bit down.
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roctor could only st for a few minutes after Doc left. He thought he understood now why he'd been so indecisive
and tentative since arriving, and the understanding had, like a strong wind, cleared his mind. At least for the moment.

Falcon praobably thought he had been either hypnotized or bewitched, and for now that was dl right. It wouldn't do
for him to know that Proctor figured bewitched was indeed close enough, but not in the sense Doc would be thinking.

He laughed quickly, and quietly.
Lana, he thought, you are not going to believe this when | tel you.

He stood, tapped a finger on the table, swept the chip and afew pretzels into his pocket, and settled his tab with the
bartender. With a ten-dollar bill he was assured the man would tel Taz and the woman to wait until Proctor returned.
He couldn't stay, not now. He had to move.

His first stop was the lobby, which was nearly deserted, a disconsolate couple arguing feebly with a femde derk
about a charge to their room, the woman casting apprehensive looks at the row of glass doors, each look making it
seem asif she'd shrunk alittle more.

"Great," Proctor muttered.

Despite the awning, the doors were touched with patches of ice. A coating of ice on the boards gave them a glossy
shine.

The rain had turned to Sleet.

The desk clerk’'s voice was unintentionally loud: "Sir, I'm sorry, but the roads are getting worse. If you redly do
want to drive in this, youll have to get your car yourself.”

The man sputtered, ready to explode, until the woman put a hand on his shoulder.

Proctor passed apdm over the glass, shivering at the cold, and pushed the door open. The wind threatened to take
it from him, and he could hear the deet, crackling like soft lightning, husking over the boardwalk as if it were made of
dry grass.

The casino was nearly deserted. Dedlers and croupiers stood a empty tables, mannequins in white shirts and black
vests embroidered with nautical trim. No one looked up as he passed; no one urged him to sit in on a hand, or have a
turn a the whed, or take a pair of dice. Unnaturdly quiet; even the jazz trio had stopped playing. Now, the clatter of a
slot machine was intrusive, not background noise.

The South Promenade was empty, the guard gone from the men's room, the two restaurants with only a handful of
pa-trons each.

At the back the bell captain paced a the doors, shaking his head. There was no one under the lifeboat, no waiting
cabs, no cars. The seet bounced off the street like hail.

"Pretty bad?" Proctor said.
"Worse than snow," Delmonico answered sourly. "Can't drive in this shit. Man, I'm gonna be stuck here dl night."
Proctor moved closer, and frowned when he saw three patrol cars parked on the road arc's far side. "Trouble?'

"How the hell should | know? Nobody tells me anything. They come running in like they was making a raid, no one
tells me what the hell's going on."

The cold here was bad. It gathered in the smal acove and insinuated itsaf into his bones. He rubbed an arm briskly
and nodded commiseration and thanks before he hurried to the corner, looked up the North Promenade, and saw a



hotel guard at each of the elevator banks. As he watched, a young man left the casino floor and was pointed to the
first elevator bank.

"Problem?"' Proctor asked when he reached the first guard.

"Routine maintenance,” the man answered with a straight face, hands cupped behind his back. "Taking advantage
of the lull. If you wish to go to your room, please take the elevators closest to the lobby, sr. Use the escalators for the
Gdlery. Thank you."

Proctor did just that, and saw smilar guards a the banks there, too. Another killing? Something with Bruno? He
knew none of the men would tell him athing, so he moved down to the shops, noting how few customers there were,
how the clerks looked less bored than anxious. He wandered in and out, pausing once at a collection of ruby-like

accessories in the jewdry store, from letter openers to corkscrews. He took out his chip; it looked to be the same, but
couldn't be. From the prices he saw, the chip aone would be worth thousands.

The Davy Jones was empty. The theater's ticket booth was closed. Only the dealers and hostesses were in the
high-roller rooms.

He'd had enough, seen enough.

It would take a blind man not to notice that the Lighthouse was under siege.

Hdf an hour earlier, Lieutenant MacEdan had looked at Sergeant Cox and said, "I don't care how many rooms there
are. You will check every damn one of them until you find that idiot. Mr. Baron here will go with you, to let you in
when there's no answer.” She shook her head. "Forget it. Just go in, don't bother to knock."

Then she turned to a young uniformed cop, whose fore-head was marred by a large welt, and whose holster was
empty. "And you, Finn, will take two of Mr. Baron's people, and you will check every stairwell. And every step you
take, you will pray your gratitude that the son of a bitch was alousy shot."

Anger and nerves kept her rigid. "Tobias, remember—he's armed and scared shitless; that makes him dangerous.
Do not take him down. When you find him, cal me. Nothing more."

Now she stood in the twelfth-floor elevator alcove, listen-ing to the crackle of the radio on her topcoat lapd. Part of
her was glad they hadn't found Gladman yet; he was a nice guy, alittle on the dense side, and didn't redly deserve the
vengeance she'd seen in her sergeant's face. She already knew about the weather, and tried not to let it bother her.
After dl, it could be worse, the Ripper could be back here as well. After she thought it, she turned and wrapped a
knuckle three times against the wood paneling between the elevator doors.

Then the radio sputtered, and she heard, "Oh, Jesus, Lieu-tenant, we found him."

Mischa sat on the piano bench, his back to the keys, watch-ing the dancers on the low stage. The director was on a
house phone, presumably trying to get hold of Mr. Baron. When he findly hung up, he shook his head, closed his
eyes in afrown, and pointed.

"Acmarov, you know the score?"

Mischa nodded.

"Good. You play tonight. Can you do it?"

"Yes, d§ir, sure.”

"Well see." He clapped his hands to line the girls up, then explained how the storm had left them with a minimal
com-plement of musicians. "But just one person in the audience, we go on anyway, you understand?’

They nodded unhappily—a handful of them were missing as well.

Then the director snapped his fingers. "Logetta. Damn, | forgot her. Acmarov, you know her?"
"Yes"

"Get her. She can haul drinks later, | need her here."

Mischa didn't argue. He promised to be back in ten min-utes and hurried for the service elevator. This was perfect:



not only would he get a chance to play—an audition, really—but held be able to keep an eye on Dacey, make sure she
was dl right. If he worked it right, she'd think this was his idea, and he had a feding he knew how she'd show her
gratitude.

Granna breathed deeply through her mouth, but it didn't prevent the stench of fresh blood from churning at her
stom-ach. She could even smdl the end of her career. None of the top brass would admit agreeing to keep the poor
guy here. It had been her cdl, and she'd lost him.

Sergeant Cox puffed up the stairs, a bedsheet in his hands. When he reached the landing, he tossed it over the
body.

It didn't help.
This was bad, much worse than the others.

Not only was Gladman's face mutilated and his throat slashed, but four long gashes had been made in his chest
from throat to stomach.

Like claws, she thought; just like claws.

There was something else, too, that made her say, "Tobias, | want Proctor.”

Reno Baron came out of his office bathroom, a towe in one hand, his face gill damp from a quick washing. He
couldn't remember ever having thrown up so thoroughly and so vio-lently; he couldn't remember ever fedling so cold.
But he ill had something to do for Lieutenant MacEdan, so he moved weak-legged to his desk, dropped into his
chair, and pulled the telephone toward him as he took a business card from his jacket pocket. This was no ordinary 911
cdl; on the card was the chief's private number.

He picked up the receiver, tapped for an outside line, and waited. Frowned. Tried again. Was about to try a third
time when Greta, without knocking, opened the door and said, "Mr. Baron, I'm sorry, but | thought you should
know—Stu 4ill isn't here yet, and the outside lines are dl down. We can't did out.”

Dacey stood at the waitress station, tapping afoot, watch-ing the others drift like ghosts around the mostly empty
tarbles and slots. Behind her, she heard a man asking the bartender about a woman. A specific woman. Curious, she
haf turned to catch a glimpse, and recognized the speaker as the kid's bald friend.

"Are you sure?' the baldy asked.

The bartender nodded apologetically even as he dipped ahill into his trouser pocket.

Before she could turn away, the man looked right at her. "Miss?’

She knew from his expression that he remembered her, but she smiled anyway when he moved closer and pressed a
fifty into her hand. "I'm looking for a woman, a Miss Hadlic," he said, and described her. He was a cool, very formd,
but she had a strong fedling he was aso alittle desperate.

She was about to say no, when suddenly she had an idea, one that would more than square her with her partner.
She looked at him wesrily. "What you want her for?"

"Business," he answered. "Mine Not yours." He held up ancther hill. "Do you know where | might find her?'
Dacey frowned. "Thisislegit, right?'
"Absolutely.”

She kept her gaze away from the hill he held. "I don't know," she said doubtfully. "I mean, if you're jerking me
around, it could be my job, you know?"

"| promise you it won't come to that."
She looked away, at the tables, at the floor. "Y ou sure?”
He added another bill, atwin to thefirst. "Positive."

She took them reluctantly, was tempted to tuck them into her cleavage, and changed her mind. A little too much, she



thought; alittle too much.
"Pleasetell me," he said.
Finaly she amiled. "I can do better than that, migter. I'l take you."

Proctor saw them at the table, Taz holding her wrist as if preventing her from leaving, looking up with rdief as
Proc-tor hastened over.

"Boss," he said.

Proctor ignored him. He braced his hands against the table-top and leaned over. "Miss Acmarov, after you left to
go to your rehearsal, did you tel anyone about our conversation?”

Suze scowled. "l don't think that's—"

"Did you?' It wasn't a shout, but it might as wel have been, from her reaction. "It's important,” he added. "Very
im-portant.”

She shrugged. "Y eah, | guess. | mean ... yes."

"Who?"

"A friend, that's all. What's going on, Taz? What's—"

Proctor rapped the table with a knuckle, startling her into looking back at him. "Who?"

"Likel said, afriend."

Hewaited, staring.

"It's okay," Taz said softly. "We have to know, Suze, we redly have to know."

"Thisistoo weird," she said, shaking her head. "You guys aren't cops, right? Thisis just too bizarre."

Proctor wanted to strangle her, or dangle her over the wdl until she told him what he needed to know. Instead he
bowed his head for a moment, then tried to ease some of the inten-sity in his voice. "You'e right, were not cops. But
thisisredly very important. No one's in trouble, | promise you, but | wish you would tell me your friend's name."

"Go ahead," Taz urged with asmile. "I'll sit in the front row and throw money or something.”

She grinned at that, more at the tone than the humor. "You do, Il get fired." A second of debate before she pulled
gen-tly away from Taz's hand. "Look, | redly do have to go. And | redly will get fired if I'm not back like five minutes
ago." A amile for Taz before she turned to Proctor and said, "Dacey. Her name's Dacey Logetta.”

"Thank you," Proctor said, but she only nodded curtly and hurried away.

Once she was gone, Taz said. "Holy shit."

Proctor snapped his head around. "What? Y ou know her?'

"Yeah," he answered. "And | think there might be a prob-lem.”

Proctor dropped into achair. "Tell me."
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elmonico had to look at his watch twice before the time registered: five after five. He groaned silently. It felt like he'd
been on duty since dawn. He yawned, not bothering to hide it. He took off his cap, scratched hard through his hair,
squinted at his watch for the third time, and groaned again. Loudly.

Then, cap on, hands clasped behind his back, he stood at the center door and willed the goddamn sleet to turn into
any-thing, he didn't care, as long as it wasn't goddamn dleet. It didn't work. Light glittered off the sheath of ice that
covered everything except a narrow band of tarmac directly under the lifeboat. Only twice in the last hour had he seen
avehicle out there, and they had moved so dowly he figured he could deep-walk faster. One had been a city sander,
but he could tell it wasn't doing much good—the sleet was too heavy. Just like everyone else, he was stuck here.

He puffed his cheeks, blew out a disgusted breath, and turned just as a young cop reached him, looking none too
happy himsdf. "Hey, Finn," he said, but received nothing but a curt nod for his effort. Oh, boy, he thought; that ain't
good.

He watched as Finn, one hand holding his cap on against the wind, did and skidded toward the patrol cars, once
nearly dumping himsdf off the low curbing. Delmonico saw him lean into one of the cars and step back sharply.

Oh, boy, he thought; that ain't good, either.

The cop checked the other two cruisers, angrily slapped the roof of the last one, and tried to run back to the hotel. If
Delmonico hadn't seen the expression on the guy's face, he would have laughed.

The doors hissed open.
"Who's been out there?' Finn demanded.

Demonico nearly stood at attention. "Nobody. | been here dl day, nobody's been out there but the guests leaving.
At least an hour anyway."

"Y ou sure about that, Jack?"
"l ain't blind, Finn. Nobody here but me and the crappy westher."

The cop stomped away, muttering into his shoulder radio, slapping at his wet uniform, and Delmonico moved to the
doors, trying to see into the cruisers.

"A problem?' Baron asked behind him.

The bel captain told him what had happened, knowing something was definitely wrong because the manager's
per-fect white hair wasn't so perfect anymore. Finn returned, tak-ing a position by the doors. Delmonico didn't ask, and
neither did Baron.

"Something | should know about, sir?' he asked Baron.

The manager only said, "The phone lines are down," and stared at the storm. "And the damn ice has screwed up
the satellite dishes. We're lucky to get static.”

Delmonico smiled. "Can | quit, then?"

Baron grinned. "No, Jack, you can't. You're stuck with me" A glance at the cop, and he tapped the bdl captain's
am. "Just help the officer here keep everyone inside, dl right?' He took a step toward the casino. "And, Jack?'

"Sr?

"No heroics, okay? Anything happens, get the hell away."



And that, Baron thought, ignoring the man's startled, puz-zled look as he headed into the casino, was aredly stupid
thing to say. Aside from being true, it was unnecessarily melo-dramatic. There was a smdl comfort, however—he
suspected Jack would get dl the details from the cop anyway.

He moved through the casino dowly, making sure the few customers saw him, answering a few concerned
guestions with good cheer, soothing fears, assuring those who asked that the storm wasn't about to spoil anyone's
good time. He noticed the numbers had grown, and suspected his guests didn't want to stay in their rooms, alone with
the storm. By the time he reached the lobby, he was ready to scream, and he was in-sanely relieved when he saw the
old man sitting at the foun-tain. Cobb had a sandwich in his hand, a Styrofoam cup of coffee on the bench beside him.
A breach of hotdl rules, and Baron, at this point, didn't give a damn.

"How are you today?" he asked. A disgusted gesture a the storm. "Aside from that, that is."

Cobb shrugged. "I've seen better." He wiped a corner of his mouth with a napkin, raising an eyebrow as two
uniformed policemen stationed themselves at either end of the entrance doors. "You, too, | see.”

"You have no idea."

Cobb chewed thoughtfully. "Bet | do."

Baron laughed. "Thanks, but | won't take that bet, if you don't mind."

They listened to the wind.

They listened to awoman at Registration complain about the television.

They listened to a sharp hollow laugh in the casino.

| think, Baron thought, I'm going to shoot myself.

"Y ou ever been to Florida, Mr. Baron?' Cobb asked.

"A couple of times, why?'

"l see on the TV some people, they get stuck in hotels and houses when a hurricane's on the way, they have
parties, you know? Lots of candles and food, they got batteries for those boom box things." He shrugged. "I guess
they're stupip being there in the first place, dl the warnings they get down, there, but they make the best of it, it looks
like Beats hiding in the cdllar.”

Baron turned his head slowly.

"Nice place this is," Cobb said. "Too damn big to be a tomb, though, you know what | mean?' He sighed. "No
of-fense.”

Baron walked over to the doors and watched the deet, saw increasing numbers of white flakes shoot past the light.
Then he turned, smiling. "You want ajob, Mr. Cobb?'

"What, here?'
"Yes"

"Doing what?"
"Keeping me sane."

Cobb sniffed. "No offense again, but taking ajob like you have in a place like this isn't exactly what I'd cdl sane in
the first place."

Baron laughed silently, rubbed his hands together, and hur-ried over to the registration desk, long strides Cobb
couldn't help noticing had a definite spring in them. He had a feding thered be a party in the casino before long,
maybe some free food, big discounts in the restaurants, maybe a free show. He looked at what was l€ft of his sandwich
and shook his head— should've waited.

He ate; he drank; he considered trying to pry some infor-mation from the uniforms, but they didn't look &t dl in a
mood to talk. Especidly not to him. It was, he knew, the Rip-per. Somewhere in the building, and the department unable



to get here in force. He had already seen the streets from the back, and with the deet changing over to snow, he
doubted anyone else could get here shy of walking. If experience had taught him anything, that lady lieutenant was in
aworld of serious trouble.

He finished the sandwich, sipped &t the cooling coffee, and for the first time in a long time wondered what the hell
he was doing here. He was old. He was dow. He was unwel-come. What good would any of that do poor Fred?

He clasped his hands and lowered his head.

Maybe he should just go back to his room and sleep until dl this was over, then go home and figure out what he
would do with the rest of hislife

He snorted disgust a himsdlf, turned his head without lift-ing it. On the other hand, the casino had already begun
to sound alittle more lively. Maybe aturn a one of the tables wouldn't do any harm. Couldn't hurt, that's for sure.

A groan as he stood, more from habit than actua discom-fort. He gathered his lunch debris together, walked around
the fountain, and stopped when he saw a young man leaving the casino. Without thinking, he raised his voice and
said, "Ex-cuse me?"'

The young man stopped, frowning.

Cobb smiled apologetically as he waked over. "I couldn't help noticing." He gestured vaguely a the man's curly
black hair and face. " ou're a cousin to my friend? The young lady who fdl through the door?"

Mischa's frown snapped off. "Hey, you're the cop, right? The one who helped her out?’

"I tried," Cobb answered modestly, stuffing the sandwich vrapping and empty cup into his pockets. He shook
Mischa's hand. "She's dl right, I'm guessing. | saw her this afternoon, she looked dl right, but you never can tel."

"She'sfine," Mischa assured him.
Cobb watched him scan the lobby. "Looking for her?"

"No. A friend." Mischa pulled a alock of hair. "Maybe you've seen her, huh? A redhead? Kind of..." He grimaced,
hands moving in an attempt to describe her. "Kind of..."

Cobb gmiled. "I know, you don't have to tell me. And I'm sorry, no, | haven't seen her, | don't think."

"Damn." Mischa scowled, yanked on his hair again, and backed away. "Look, Mr. Cobb, I'm sorry but I've got to go.
It was nice meeting you, okay? And you should get inside. It looks like they're getting ready to have a party or
something?"

Cobb nodded his thanks, and Mischa ducked back into the casino, his frustration growing into anger. For no
reason, he began to think that failure to bring her back to rehearsal would mean he wouldn't get his chance to play
tonight. He took the escalator up to the Gdlery and looked into the Briny, where he saw two men seated & a railing
table. One of them looked up and suddenly pointed a him; the other turned and, after a moment, beckoned him over
with a friendly wave.

Mischa's first instinct was to turn away, ignore them, get on with his search. His second was to give in to his
curios-ity and find out what they wanted. They didn't look threat-ening or anything, and he was pretty sure he hadn't
seen them before, which probably meant they didn't work for the hotel. Besides, he was tired of trudging dl over the
place, and maybe, just maybe, they'd seen Dacey around.

Oh, what the hell, he thought.

The introductions were made by the younger of the two, and the one called Proctor said something about talking
with Suze earlier, about, of dl things, those dopey mahjra stories Gram used to tdl them when they were kids.

"That was along time ago," he said. "I don't think | re-member any more than my cousin does."

At that moment Proctor stood abruptly, and Mischa looked back at the entrance, just as two policemen entered and
headed straight for them.

"Proctor?' one of them asked.



"That's me," Proctor said.
"Lieutenant MacEdan wants to see you. Now, sir, if you don't mind."

Proctor turned to his companion. "See what else you can find out, Taz. Il be back as soon as | can." He looked at
Mischa. "I'm sorry about this. If you have a couple of min-utes, I'd appreciate—"

"The lieutenant's waiting, sir," one of the copsinsisted.

Proctor smiled and followed them out, checking back to be sure Taz had managed to keep Acmarov there, nodding
when the cousin, clearly hesitant, took a seat. He didn't bother to ask his escort what was going on; they were
obviously under orders not to say aword.

At the elevators he saw Cox, who shook his head sharply before a single question was asked, and they rode up to
the twelfth floor in uncomfortable silence. Once there, he auto-matically started for his room, but a hand to his ebow
turned him toward the fire exit.

"You ever seen adead body?" Cox asked as he pushed the fire door open.

"Yes"

"Not like this you haven't," and amost pushed him through to the landing.

He had to grab the railing to keep from falling, and turned quickly on the sergeant, would have said something, but
heard his name and saw Granna sitting on a step second from the top, hunched into her topcoat, hands in her pockets.
She pat-ted the space beside her.

He saw the sheet-covered body, smelled the blood, and joined her. "Bruno?"

She nodded.

"The Ripper?"

She nodded again.

Sergeant Cox squeezed past him, deliberately damming his heels against the stairs metd tips.

"What's with him?" Proctor asked, not bothering to lower his voice.

Granna did. "You're not officid, Proctor, and he resents it." A quick grin. "He's seen too many movies, | think."

Proctor didn't answer the grin. "So what's so different about this that | have to see it?"

She nodded, and the sergeant yanked off the sheet.

Proctor swallowed hard.

"That's not dl," she said quietly. She touched her forehead, and Proctor squinted through the dim light. The blood
was smeared across Gladman's face, soaked into his shirt and the top of his trousers. "Closer," she said.

"I don't think so."
She touched her forehead again. "Above his eyes."
He looked again, and shrugged. "I don't get it."

"Neither do I. He carved a P in there, Proctor. Right into the bone.”
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he bile was there, he could taste it, aimost amdl it, but kept it down by shifting away from Granna, haf turning so
his back was against the wal, just below the handrail. With-out thinking, he pulled the red chip from his pocket and let
his fingers worry it.

"That's you, isn't it," Granna said as Cox recovered the body.

A hesitation before Proctor nodded. "Probably."

"Why?"

He knew he was about to get in serious trouble, the pos-sibility of facing charges not beyond consideration, but at
the moment he was too angry to care. Vaknir's arrogance had taken one step over the line.

"| talked to him."

Grannatook a deep breath. "Today?"
"Yeah. A whileago."

"You sureit was him."

"Oh, yes."

"You talked to him, and you didn't tell me?"

"That's obstruction,” Cox said angrily from the bottom of the steps. He pointed a the body. "Accessory. Shit, |
don't know. But it means this is your fault, you stupid son of a bitch."

Proctor ignored him, kept his voice cam. "l told you this wasn't the same as before, Granna. | wasn't lying."

"Oh, gimme a break," the sergeant said.

Granna lifted her shoulders, raising her collar higher around her face. She stared at the body for several seconds,
shaking her head once. She told Cox to send one of the uniforms after a camera, preferably a Polaroid, then find a place
to put the body after the scene had been recorded. She wasn't about to leave Bruno here. Then Cox was to make sure
dl of them had the suspect's description. He protested, close to ydling, before stomping away; she said nothing until
she heard the fire door dam and they were aone in the stairwell.

"He's got a point, you know. A lawyer could meke an ac-cessory charge stick. Obstruction, at least."

Proctor admitted the possibility, then told her about his con-versation with Vaknir. When he finished, he told her
what the man was.

"Oh, right. I'm supposed to believe this?"

He lifted a shoulder. "Whether you do or not is your prob-lem. I've got problems of my own."
She dlowed herself agmile "Dglavu dl over again, you know?"

"Not quite."

She sobered. "No. | guess not." A shudder. "l can't. | just can't let mysef go with this, Proctor. You have any idea
what the captain will say?'

"Sure. But whether you do or not, by the time it's over, you'll come up with something else anyway. A perfectly
rea-sonable explanation that will make everyone happy. Especiadly you." He stared at his hand. "It won't stop the



dreams, Granna, but you'l ill have your job." He shifted again. "Eventualy you'll decide | was nuts from the start.
Eventually you'l fig-ure | snookered you somehow, and the odds are you won't want to speak to me again."

She looked at him sideways. "Y ou think?"
"Maybe."
"Just maybe?'

He didn't answer, and she looked away. He could see her jaw working, her eyes close and open. He didn't think she
would arrest him, put him under guard; he didn't think she was redlly dl that angry a him. What she probably—

"It getsworse," she said, her lips pulling back into a smile.
"What? What does?"

"Baron told me someone, and I'm guessing it's this guy you told me about, someone did a number on the backup
elec-trical system. If the lights go out again, they aren't coming back on, and what the hell are you doing there, what is
that thing? You're driving me nuts."

He looked at his hand. "This? | don't know. Some kind of chip we got—one of those welcome to the hotel package
things."

She reached out, and he dropped the chip into her pdm. She looked at it closely and said, "I don't think so,
Proctor."

"What do you mean?"
"I mean, no hotel is ever going to give away thisfor free."

Doc followed the woman past the guarded elevator en-trance, turning left into a narrow acove just before they
reached the lobby. Suspicion suggested it was a con, that she was out to see how much more he would give her, but
after speaking to literally dozens of people, she was dl he had for the moment.

"She's rich, you know?' Dacey said, fingering asmal key from her jacket pocket. She dlipped it into a slot beside a
brushed steel door and turned it. "One of those I-want-to-be-alone types we get once inawhile” A quick amile as the
door did open. "Trust me, they're ared pain."

He hesitated before joining her in the car, keeping wdl to the back as she used the key again. "Where are we
going?"'

"There's a couple of rooms above the eighteenth, ten times bigger than my apartment, for God's sake. You should
see—" She laughed brightly. "Well, you will see, right?' She looked over her shoulder, her expression somewhat
fearful. "I need afavor."

Here it comes, he thought, and looked down at her, ex-pressionless, promising nothing.

"If she gets mad, | need you to tel her it's not my fault, okay? | need this job, Mr. Falcon. | really need this job."
"I will do my best not to involve you more than you al-ready are, Miss Logetta. That's the best | can do."

A nod, and she faced the door again, her weight shifting from foot to foot.

Doc didn't move beyond folding his hands in front of him, one over the other. He wasn't concerned about this
mystery woman's wealth; he dealt with the wealthy dl the time and knew how to tak to them without ruffling feathers.
Well, most of the time, a any rate. And from her interest in Proctor, he suspected this would be a smple matter of
persuasion.

He aso had to admit he was fascinated by the fascination Proctor had for her. He knew Proctor was no cdlibate, but
this one. .. this one seemed to have taken hold in away he could not yet understand.

The redhead hummed softly over the soft rush of wind in the shaft. A hand fussed briefly with her hair. A move as
if to face him, and she changed her mind.

"Don't suppose you're gong to tell me what's up, huh?'



"Correct."

"L ot of money you're throwing around."

"Yes"

She bounced afew times as if urging the devator to hurry up. "She in trouble?"
He didn't answer.

"Almost there."

As soon as she said it, the elevator stopped and the door opened. She stood to one side and waved him through
with a flourish and cheerful curtsy. "Welcome to the rich folks, Mr. Falcon."

The room was huge, circular, dl its wals glass. He stepped away from the elevator, noting the city's glow west and
south, noting it barely made a dent in the room's pervasive gloom. A handful of hurricane lamps, some eectric, some
with can-dles, sat on various pieces of shelving and furniture, casting shadows that made the dark areas much darker.
Just off cen-ter was an arrangement of armchairs and alove seat with alow table in their midst.

The carpeting on the floor was utilitarian, not decorative.

The ceiling was low.

Every few seconds the room brightened and the shadows danced as the Lighthouse beacon swept overhead.

Heturned and said, "I trust there's an explanation?"

She stood in the doorway, one hand keeping the door open. Her answer was a broad unpleasant amile.

He sensed movement before he heard it, started when some-thing flew past his right am and the redhead snatched
it out of the ar. Held it up, avid of some sort, and pulled it to her chest.

"For real 7" she asked breathlesdly.
“For redl," avoice said behind him. "You know what to do?'
She backed into the elevator, nodding. "God, yes."

Doc took a step toward her, but the door had aready begun to close. The last he saw of her was a mocking wink
and wave.

The last he saw of the room before something struck the back of his head was just after a hand gripped his shoulder
and the voice said, "Welcome, Mr. Falcon. And relax. You're not going to die just yet."

Taz nearly leapt from his chair. "They what?' Mischa didn't get it. "What's the big deal ?* "When?" Taz demanded.
"When was this?' "How should | know? Thelast | found out, she was talk-ing to this bald guy, and | still haven't been
able to find her. She's gonna be in major league trouble, the dope.”

Taz saw it then, the look when Mischa spoke about Dacey, and he rolled his eyes. Son of a bitch, the guy's in love
with her. That's just great.

He dropped a couple of hills on the table and pushed back his chair. "I gotta go."

"Y ou mind telling me what's going on?' Taz did, so he didn't. He rushed out of the lounge, think-ing the only
chance he had wasto find Lieutenant MacEdan. If Proctor wasn't with her, then he'd have to figure away to get into
that private elevator on his own.

"Son of abitch, Doc," he muttered. "What the hell are you up to?"

Proctor stood in the hall and held the chip close to his eyes. "You're kidding," he said, awvare he had been saying it
since they'd Ieft the stairwell.

Granna made a face, bumped his shoulder with hers. "I'm not kidding, and that's the last timeI'm going to tell you."



They turned at the sound of an elevator's chime, and two uniforms hurried toward them, one carrying a stretcher
awk-wardly under his am. She directed them into the stairwell, held the door open and said, "Proctor, I'm smiling, but
I'm il redly pissed, you got it?If | could, I'd take you down-town for a friendly tak, but | can't." Her face hardened.
"I'm going to take care of this business firgt, then | want you with me, you get it? You will not take a step without my
say-s0. No more screwing around. I'm getting sick of dead bodies.”

He nodded, then pointed along the hdl. "I'm going to my room. I'll be right back."

She stared, nodded, and he hurried away, turned into ahdl that brought him to the hotel's south side and his room.
Once inside, he went to the window and checked the storm—more snow now than sleet—before turning on a lamp by
the couch. He sat and dropped the red chip onto the coffee table.

Except it wasn't a chip, wasn't plastic, wasn't stone. It was amber. Red amber. Rare enough in its pure form to cause
ajeweler's heart to flutter. He poked it with a finger, frowned at it, poked it again. He leaned close and sat back, shook
his head and rubbed his face.

He didn't have to work to know who had put it in his pocket; what he had to work at was how. And why.

A gift?He didn't think so.

A warning? He doubted it.

He folded his hand over his stomach, lowered his chin, and stared a the red amber as if, by smple intense
examination, it would yidd the answers he wanted. He grunted. He put a foot on the table's edge and grunted again.
He figured he had a few more minutes before Granna came for him, or sent Cox after him, but he had a fedling he could
have dl night and it wouldn't be enough.

The lamp dimmed, and he held his breath. When it bright-ened again, he said, quietly, "Be damned."

It was an amulet of somekind.

Protection.

Vdknir hadn't killed him in the lounge, or tried to take control because of the red amber. Proctor remembered the
mo-ment the hand had touched his shoulder and had drawn away. Too quickly. Asif hed been burned.

A amile.
One that faded when he looked up and saw Petra sitting on the edge of the bed.

She wore adark shirt and loose jeans, a dark silken scarf tied loosely around her neck. Window light took the color
from her hair; lamplight made her lips appear darker than they were.

"Don't you ever knock?'

She smiled. "Only when | haveto."
"Then, it wasn't adream.”

"No."

"l don't like surprises.”

She lowered her head in apology, but he had a feeling she wasn't at dl contrite. Which didn't meke him angry, as it
might have done; it made him grin and sit back, foot back on the table.

"He's turning this place into a slaughterhouse.”
"Yes, | know."

"I'm going to stop him."

"How?'

"You tdl me" He frowned. "You could have told me be-fore. You could have told me from the beginning." The



frown became a glare. "I might have been able to save Bruno Glad-man'slife. That redly ... redly pisses me off."

Her head jerked up, and she studied him intently, as if she hadn't paid serious attention to him before. And she
hadn't; he knew that. No matter what she clamed she aready knew about him, she hadn't taken him seriously, and a
mean had died because of it. Maybe more than one—he also had a strong feding Granna had not told him everything
about the hotel search. There had been other bodies, other victims.

Sleet and snow ticked against the pane.

The lamp dimmed and brightened again.

Someone pounded on the door.
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hen Proctor opened the door, Taz and the lieutenant barged in, brushing him aside, arguing, Taz loudly, Grannas
voice dangerously even. She gave Petra a curt nod; Taz gave her a quick puzzled grin. Neither paid attention to him
until he dammed the door and demanded silence. And an explanation.

"It'sDoc," Taz said quickly. "I think he'sin trouble."

"What do you mean?"

"It's a damn chorus girl" Granna said disgustedly, mov-ing to the window, standing with her back to it so she could
see the whole room.

"The one | went upstairs with," Taz answered. "Almost."

Proctor held up apam. "Upstairs where? What the hdl are you talking about?"
"Before," Taz said. "Y ou know, before.”

"No, Taz, | do not know before. You went upstairs some-place? With a woman?"
Taz nodded.

"And now Doc iswith her?'

He nodded again.

"Jesus Christ, why the hell doesn't anyone tell me any-thing?' A glare for Taz, a milder one for Petra. "I can't read
minds, you know, damnit.”

"Well, I'm trying to tdl you," Taz said. He rubbed his hands against his shirt, against his pants. "He's gone up there
with her, and | think—"

"Enough,” Proctor snapped. He looked to Petra. "Do you know what he's talking about?'

Petra, one hand gripping the pendant, nodded. "I think so. His nest."

Proctor closed his eyes. "Jesus."

"What nest?' Granna said.

Proctor put a hand to his forehead, took several dow breaths, shook his head sharply. "Granna, I'm telling you right
now, if you don't want to know about Vdknir, about what | told you ..." For a moment he thought she would leave.
When finadly she turned to look out & the city and, after along mo-ment, nodded, he wasn't sure if he was pleased or
not. "Okay, then. Taz, how do we get up there?"

"She had akey. She said it was a private way to that old restaurant on top. They stopped using it years ago. You
can only get into it from the lobby or the eighteenth floor, | think."

Proctor grabbed his jacket off the chair and swung into it. "Well get Baron to give us one. Tdl me on the way,
Petra. I'm guessing we don't have much time."

She didn't move. "We may betoo late."
"He's my friend," Proctor said grimly. "No such thing as too late."

In the hdl he hurried toward the elevators, ignoring Sergeant Cox, who waited in the alcove. "Taz, you know where
Baron is now?"'



Petra reached around him and pressed the "up” button. "We don't need him. | think | can do this."

Cox leaned against the wall, arms folded across his chest. "That ain't gonna work, lady," he said smugly.

"He's right," Granna said. "We've been sealing the floors off one by one, moving everyone out. When we check a
floor off, the maintenance guy does something with the control com-puter, so the elevators won't go higher than he
tells them.” She lifted a shoulder. "We're as high as it gets now."

"And as soon as you're outta here," Cox told him, "well check this one off, too." He amiled.

Proctor fought with the urgency that made his breathing short and shalow. "Down then," he said, voice
deceptively cam, and pressed the button. The door opened immediately, and they dl got aboard, Proctor pressed into
a back corner. He glared at the sergeant's back until they reached floor eleven, where Cox got off after a whispered
instruction from Granna.

"He's a good man, Proctor," she said, facing the door. "He's probably saner than me right now."

Proctor said nothing.

He watched the red numerastick their silent way down to ground level, awvare of the anxiety that made it impossible
for Taz to stand till, aware of Petra beside him, calm save for the fingers that refused to leave the red pendant. He
took the amber from his pocket and opened his fingers so she could seeit.

"Protection,” he said quietly.

"Yes"

"Will it hurt him?"

"Oh, yes."

"Will it kill him?"

"If...if itisright." Her other hand fluttered in frustra-tion, searching for the word. "Circumstances? If they are right.”

"What does that mean?' Taz asked impatiently. "Full moon? Sacred day of the week? In the head? Next month?
What?"

Granna stiffened but didn't turn.

"The ground," Petra answered evenly. "He mugt... his strength comes from ground connection.”

"Jesus," Taz said. "You mean you can only kill him when he's flying?"

The car stopped with an unsettling jump. The door opened, but no one moved. Even Granna turned around.
"He doesn't fly," Petra said. "Not like wings. He... he soars? He uses the ar. He—"

"Glides," Proctor suggested.

"Y es. Something like that. More, but something like that."

"Swell," said Taz as he followed the lieutenant out of the elevator. "So we have to wait for him to take off? Or maybe
he's afraid of mice, huh? We throw one a him, he jumps back, and in the middle of the jump—oh, Jesus."

As they moved into the North Promenade, Proctor heard the noise from the casino—music, laughter, a few shouts,
some applause. Through the nearest open doors he saw how crowded it had become, with roving waitresses carrying
trays of cham-pagne and liquor glasses. Son of a bitch, he thought; the guy's throwing a blizzard party.

"Taz, where's this private elevator?' When Taz pointed to-ward the front, he added, "Go in, see if Baron's there. Get
himif heis, get right back if you can't find him right away."

Taz obeyed without protest, and Proctor thanked him silently as he swerved toward the lobby, spotting the narrow
elevator entrance just as the front desk came into view. He aso saw four cops at the doors, and guessed there was a
like number at the back, and someone stationed wherever the sup-plies delivery bay was. He had a feding their orders



did not contain instructions to detain and nothing more.
Onelook at Granna's face confirmed it.
What he didn't know was how far she'd let him take this.

As he stared in frustration at the keyhole beside the brushed sted door, Petra touched his wrist lightly. "What will
you do?"

"I was kind of hoping you'd know."

"You cannot fight him. He will be too strong. He has fed too much.” She held the amulet away from her chest. "This,
and yours, they will only..." A frown. "Delay him."

"What if | shove it down his throat?"

"He will bite your hand off."

"Then, I'll cross that bridge when | cometo it."

Her smilewas sad. "You are afool."

"I've been told.”

Her fingers closed around his wrigt. "Don't be afool, Proc-tor."

Whatever answer he might have given was lost when Baron, practicaly shoved by Taz, came around the corner. He
de-manded to know what this was dl about, that the Barnegat had been deserted for years, and didn't they redize he
had more important things on his mind, like keeping a couple of hundred guests from panicking?

Although Proctor stepped forward, it was Granna who re-minded the manager that panicking guests were better
than more dead guests, so stop whining and hand over the god-damn key before she hauled himin for obstruction. He
sput-tered, looked doubtfully at the decidedly non-police presence, and yanked a smdl set of keys from his trouser
pocket. A moment's fumbling, and he handed a smdl silver one to the lieutenant, who immediately passed it on to
Proctor.

"I should go with you," Baron said, obviously not mean-ing aword of it. "Hotel property and al."

"Trust me" Grannatold him as she maneuvered him away without actually touching him, "you don't want to. Your
guests, Mr. Baron, need you far more than | do."

Another bout of posturing, mostly complaining that the guests were disturbed by dl the cops, did they have to be
so damn visible? and he marched away, head up, aams swing-ing.

"Idiot," Granna muttered. And, as Proctor fit the key, "I'm going up there, you know."

Hedidn't argue.

And once they were dl inside the smdl car, he inserted the key again, and turned it.

Hang on, Doc, he thought as the elevator shuddered up-ward; for God's sake, hang on.

Murray watched them crowd into the elevator, sniffed, and shifted along the padded bench until he faced the
casino. The uniforms behind him had done nothing but snap and growl when he tried to question them, and the desk
clerks, espe-cidly the busty blonde, ignored him as if he weren't there.

So, he'd watch. Maybe learn something, maybe not.

His left hand dlipped into his topcoat pocket. Too old to be John Wayne, but he could till shoot straight.

Dacey, her face glowing with sweat from the running dimb up the fire stairs, practically kicked in the door to the
room where she had her things. Her lungs fdt asif they were work-ing at five miles above sea leve, her heart refused

to stop its thumping at her sternum, and her hands shook so hard she had to grip the edge of the bathroom sink before
they flew off her wrists.



Forty years from now, he'd told her, you'l look five years older, no more. You must be sure.
How much more sure could she be, for God's sake?
Thevia waited for her on the shelf.

He had grinned. Just add water, drink, and wait. It1l hurt a little, maybe more, it's been so long, | barely remember,
then you'll be ready for the last step. Be sure, my dear. Be absolutely sure.

He hadn't told her what that last step was, but she didn't care. Drink blood? Kill someone? Dismember a child?
Dis-ect an animd and eat the entrails? Forty years from now look only five years older?

She grabbed a plastic glass, tore off the protective cover, and filled it with cold water. Then she unstoppered the
vid and poured the grey powder into the glass.

We don't always ezt the eyes, you know, or the tongue. They can be dried, powdered, saved. For emergencies... or
for turning. Be sure, Dacey. Be very, very sure.

She tirred the mixture with her finger and held the glass up. Looked at her reflection and ordered cam.
"You heard the man," she said toit. "Be sure."
And suddenly she wasn't.

Maybe it was poison, this stuff. Maybe it was punishment for her screwing up so many times. Maybe it was some
kind of curse, some kind of paotion that would turn her into a mon-ster. Maybe it was nothing at dl but a practical joke.

Shelicked her lips nervously.

Then she put the glass down and took off her jacket, the room's cool ar shivering across her bare shoulders, the
tops of her breasts. She kicked off her shoes. She opened the med-icine chest door so she wouldn't have to look at her
reflec-tion.

"Stalling," she whispered.

What if it was atrick?

"Comeon, girl, pour it out or drink it."

Look twenty-nine at sixty-two.

She picked up the glass and wondered if Charleen was in there, those little dark bits swirling around in the weter.

"Oh, God!" she ydled, and drank it down without stop-ping. Threw the glass away, heard it shatter in the tub.
Stum-bled back into the doorway, clutching her stomach with both hands, fighting the urge to vomit.

She dumped against the frame, sucking air, blowing it out, a tentative smile, a tremulous laugh.

Nothing.

Shefelt nothing.

Not until she leaned over to pick up her admird's jacket, and fdt as if something had exploded inside her. Her eyes
widened, and she gasped as she dropped to her hands and knees; her mouth opened as the explosion tore a her like a
legion of claws digging from groin to throat.

It wasn't pain.

It was agony.

And she had no bresth |eft to scream.

The elevator stopped, and Proctor heard a rustling behind him, knew it was Lieutenant MacEdan drawing her

weapon. He held the red amber chip tightly in his left hand, gestured to Taz to stay on that side of him as the door
opened, and he stepped into the room, the others fanning out behind.



The wind screamed at them as he moved cautiously toward the center, snow skidding across the glass walls,
sticking here and there, mdting into serpentine trails whose shadows crawled across the celing and floor. A quick
count of a dozen lanterns. A quick survey—he could be behind that wet bar on the I€ft, those chairs in the middle, the
three-shelf bookcase on the right. Splinters of shattered furniture. Twinkling shards of shattered glass.

The utter cold.

The stench of blood.

The stench of death.

Petrasaid, "He's not here."

Tez yelled, "Doc! Doc, where are you?' Running across the room, turning as he did, his breath smoke and his voice
pitched high. "Doc!"

Proctor grabbed Petra's arms. "Where?"
She shook her head. "I don't know."
"Damnit, Petra."

Then Taz wailed, and Proctor ran, skidding around the side of the couch, grabbing the back with both hands to
keep him-sdf from falling.

Oh, Jesus, he thought; Jesus, no, please, no.

There was just enough light to see the ragged P drawn in blood across Doc's forehead, blood that came from the
space where his left eye used to be.
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roctor stood so rigidly he began to tremble, watching as Taz knelt by Doc, gagging as his hands moved helplessly
above the falen man's face. Granna leaned over the couch and cursed; Petra inhaled sharply and pushed around
Proctor to join Taz, gently easing him to one side. Proctor watched her fingers touch Doc's wrigt, the side of his neck.

Camly: "Hesdive"

Proctor nodded iffly. "Taz, find something we can carry him with. We have to take him—"

Petra looked up a him. "No." She jerked her head toward the elevator. "He's down there now. Hunting. These are
his grounds now, and he's hunting. Playing his own game." Some-thing glinted in her eyes; the light, or a tear. "Stop
him, Proc-tor. He's mad. It will be a bloodbath."

"We can't leave him," Taz protested, his eyes dry, the tears in his voice. "Jesus, Proctor, we can't leave him here;
hell bleed to death."

With one hand pressed lightly against Doc's chest, Petra reached up blindly until Proctor took her hand, fdt the
warmth, felt the strength. "1 will take care of him. | can do this." She nodded. "Please, there's no time. | promise you he
will not die."

"Boss!" Taz protested.

The warmth, the strength, the way the pendant caught the lanterns' light.

"l swear to you," she whispered, squeezed his hand and released it. Another look, and she dipped the pendant
from around her neck, forced it into his hand and closed his fin-gers around it. "Hurry. You must hurry."

He looked &t the others, saw and fet their skepticism, felt and heard the raging storm, heard himsdf say, "All right."

"Proctor!" Taz said, on his feet in a hurry. "Are you nuts? Are you—"

Proctor started around the couch. "We're going after the man who did this to Doc. You can either stay here and cry,
or you can help me" He looked a Granna, saw the gun in her hand and the doubt on her face. Waited for her to
protest, not caring if she did. Then he snapped a thumb toward Petra. "She's wrong." He tapped a finger against his
chest. "These are my grounds now, and I'm the son of a bitch doing the hunting."

In the elevator:

"Boss, that thing on Doc's head. He wants you to come get him."

"l know."

"Hell bewaiting."

"Yeah, | guess hewill."

"S0... you know how to kill him?"

"Nope, not yet."

"“Then how—"

"This. It has something to do with this."

"That's just a piece of red stone, Boss. You gonna pull a David or something?’

"If | haveto, Taz. If | haveto."



On the fourth floor:

Dacey findly screamed, rolling on the floor, damming her spine against the doorjamb, her head against the tiles. She
could taste blood, her blood, as her teeth gnawed through her lips.

She screamed hoarsely, and wept.

And abruptly the pain was gone, and he was there, stand-ing over her, smiling.

"Bastard," she whispered; she could speak no louder.

"You lived. | told you there would be pain.”

She had torn her blouse open; her stockings were shred-ded.

"What now?"

His smile widened. "You will stay here. | have things to do." A quick laugh. "I'm having fun, aren't you?"
She couldn't move, could barely breathe. "Then what?"

He leaned over, and his fingers drifted over her eyes, her lips. "Guess what the second course is."

He started for the door, and she managed to sit up, using the door's frame for support. "No."

He looked back. "Too late, my dear. Either you do, or you die" He opened the door, looked back again. "Don't
worry. In afew days you'll heal. No one will ever know the differ-ence.”

"Powder again?"

He laughed and pulled the door closed behind him.

She heard the laughter dl the way down the hall, and when it stopped, dl she heard was the wind.
In the rehearsd hall:

Mischa dammed into the room, flapping his arms, shak-ing his head, stopping abruptly when he redized neither the
directors nor the dancers were here. Only Suze, sitting on the edge of the low stage, a swesater pulled over her tights.

"What?' he demanded.

"Baron's got everyone upstairs. No show. We're waitresses. I'm supposed to tell you."

"Well, that's just great." He spun around and slapped the wal. "Great. Damnit, this is..." He slapped the wal again.
"Jesus, this sucks." He stomped over to the piano and kicked a the bench, sat, and shook his head, bowed it, and
stared at his feet. "My big chance. Shit, my big chance."

He heard his cousin cross the floor, felt her fingers comb swiftly through his hair. "Mike, come on. He asked you
once, hell ask you again.”

"Yeah. Sure.”

A playful dap to the side of his head. "Y ou find Dacey?'

"Nope. Just some guys looking for her, that's all."

When she didn't respond right away, he looked up, and frowned at the concern in her eyes.
"A young guy, maybe our age? L ots of hair?"

He nodded. "One of them, yeah. Y ou know them?"

"They asked me about her. Mike, they asked about the mahjrachin.”

"They asked me, too." Suddenly he grinned. "Hey, maybe they're ..." He put a finger to the side of his nose and



pushed it out of shape. "You know." Then he hummed a few bars of The Godfather theme. "Maybe she sleeps with
the snowmen.”

"Not funny, Mike, not funny."

He laughed, and pulled on her am to get him to his feet. "Okay, okay, I'm sorry." He looked around the room. "So
now what?'

"So now we're supposed to go upstairs and keep the cus-tomers happy." She made a sour face. "I get to haul free
drinks around. You get to play the piano in the Tides."

He blinked. "l what?"'
"Y ou heard me."
"But no one will hear me there, for God's sake. Except maybe the drunks.”

She pushed him toward the door. "Mike, stop bitching and let's go. It's spooky down here” Another shove, not
quite so gentle. "Maybe Dacey's showed up.”

He didn't argue. She was right about it being spooky, their voices and footsteps echoing against the wood. The
room was suddenly too large, and he grabbed her hand, pulled her after him.

"l hope she's dl right,” he said as they waited for the ser-vice elevator.

"Dacey? Hell, Mike, she'sawaysal right."

In the elevator:

"Boss, that Pogo thing you told me about. You know, what you said to him?'

"What about it?"

"Y ou meant he's his own enemy, right?'

Proctor nodded. "He knows too much, and he doesn't know enough."

Granna grunted. "So what doesn't he know?"' "Me."

In the lobby:

Murray yawned so loudly, so widdy, he fet his jaw pop. A wince, a mildy embarrassed check to be sure no one
heard it, and he scratched vigorously at his ear. Thinking maybe it was ill early but fdt like midnight, maybe it
wouldn't be such abad idea to go up to his room for alittle while, take a short nap. Revitdlize. Reinvigorate. Clean out
the cobwebs.

It couldn't hurt, and besides, dl that noise was giving him a headache.

A smart thing that manager was doing there, dl his girls walking around with free drinks and little sandwiches,
him-sdf patting backs and shaking hands, helping the old people with their chairs, making sure the younger ones
didn't forget the bars up on the Galery.

A smart thing.

But it was giving him a headache.

On the other hand, if he left, he might miss the right mo-ment. The Ripper, or whatever he was, Murray was sure he
was here. Those cops, they weren't hanging around, holster flaps unsnapped, just to keep people from going out into
the storm.

That son of a bitch was here, and dl he needed was one clean shot.

At the registration desk:

"I'mtelling you, Greta, that guy's got agun."”



"Patrick, gimme a break, okay? Don't you have something to do? Carry a suitcase or something?”'

"Do? What's to do? They're having a goddamn party. I'm supposed to help you back here, and | don't know shit
about how any of this crap works, there isn't asingle person in the world dumb enough to try to make it here through
dl that out there, what the hdll is there for meto do?"

"Y ou could shut up, for one thing."

"And you could stop looking in that stupid little mirror and see if I'm right, that the old guy's got a gun. It'sin his
coat pocket."

"So what do you want me to do, go over there and ask him to hand it over, we have a policy against guns in this
hotel ?*

"You could tell one of the cops. They're not doing any-thing."

"Y ou tell them. I'm not moving."

"Jesus, you're a bitch. No wonder Stu's hiding out."

"Patrick. Go to hell."

"You know, Greta, | hope the Ripper tears your goddamn throat out."

The theater was closed, the ticket window dark. The ac-cordian gate that blocked entrance to the lobby had not
been locked properly, and in the darkness behind, Emile Vdknir stood with his eyes closed.

Listening to the storm.

Listening to the people.

His hands clenched and unclenched; his breathing was dow and regular; every few seconds he would lean forward,
his nostrils flaring, as he caught a scent and savored it, remem-bered it; every few seconds he isolated a voice out of
the throng and promised himsdf he would silence it.

There were, of course, far too many to take.

But there were enough.

Enough that, in the morning when the storm passed, those who came through the doors would find the dead easily;
and the living, the survivors, would be little more than the cow-ering insane.

By then, he and the woman would be long gone. And by tomorrow night, she would be one of his.
Assuming, of course, she hadn't killed herself already.
His hands unclenched.

His eyes opened.

The plan was simple: Proctor would be thefirst.

In the elevator:

Proctor grinned and snapped his fingers. "Damn."

Taz jumped. "What?'

Proctor looked at Granna. "I need your help, Granna."
She refused to look at him. "It'sgoing to beillegal, right?'
"Of course.”

"And I'm supposed to look the other way?'



"Whatever it takes."

"He's going to kill us, Proctor. You know that. We go after him, and he's going to kill us."
"Not if you're careful.”

"Y ou guarantee it?"

The elevator stopped.

Proctor shook his head. "You know | can't do that. You know what he's done, and you can pretty wel figure out
what he's going to do. | can't promise athing.”

The door opened, and the car flooded with noise.

She was the firg to leave, and he watched in admiration as her shoulders sguared and her chin rose and she
scanned the lobby, a careful nod to the guards who stood by the board-walk entrance.

"I'm going to stay with my men," she said when Proctor and Taz came up beside her. "You do what the hdl you
want, but I'm staying with my men."

"Thank you, Granna."
She scowled at him. "Go to hdll, Proctor. Leave me aone and go to hell."

Immediately, he grabbed Taz's am and guided him down the promenade. "One chance," he said, nearly breaking
into arun.

"I don't get it."
Proctor grinned mirthlesdy. "Y ou will. How do you fed about alittle smash-and-grab?’

They were halfway up to the Galery, when the lights dimmed and the escalator fatered, stop-and-go, and threw
them off balance. They grabbed the rails before they fel, and Proctor said, "Shit. | should have known it was too
easy." He took the remaining stairs two at atime, Taz directly behind him, muttering, swearing. At the top, Proctor
veered left and began to run; Taz swung right, pushed through a group of men at the entrance to the Briny, spotted an
empty bar stool and took it, grunting because it was heavier than he'd thought. The bartender yelled as he ran out of
the lounge, but no one actually moved to stop him.

He saw Proctor aready making the turn at the Promenade's far end, prayed this would work, and ran as fast and best
he could.

He hadn't gone ten feet before the lights went out.
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roctor froze and closed his eyes. Held his breath. For sev-eral long seconds the hotel was completely silent, and he
counted dowly. At ten he heard timid voices begin to rise in complaint; at twelve he heard Baron's baritone assuring
every-one everything would soon be back to normd; at fifteen the black beneath his eyelids lightened; a sixteen he
heard weak cheering, a smattering of applause.

He opened his eyes carefully, keeping his head turned away from the casino, waiting for his vision to adjust. The
halogen lights had snapped on, their glow rising above the Galery's inner wal, softening but not banishing the dark
around the edges. With a snap of his fingers, he found the jewdry store; with a defeated sigh he put a hand to his
head just as Taz rounded the corner, puffing, the bar stool dragging behind him.

"Forget it," Proctor told him. "Damn. | was wrong." He explained that he remembered seeing a few pieces of what
might have been red amber displayed inside, one of them us-able as a knife; but a gesture showed Taz that the shop
was closed, dl its displays gone, undoubtedly locked away in a safe someplace. A dim, battery-powered anti-theft
light barely lit up the back wal. "Hell." When he saw the puzzlement on the younger man's face, he told him what Petra
had said about the rare amber. "Now dl we have is this," and he held out the chip and the pendant.

Tez stared at them for a few seconds, then took the chip and bounced it on a pdm. "So we make do, right? That's
what you and Doc aways tdl me Make do." A sardonic grin. "Come on, Boss, this is Doc were taking about here.
That fancy suit of hisis ruined. Hell kill us if we don't do some-thing about it."

Youre scared to death, Proctor thought amid a rush of af-fection; you're scared to death, and you're lecturing me
"Okay."

"So how do we find him?

Proctor headed for the inner wall. "I have a bad fedling that isn't going to be too hard.”

Being careful not to look directly at the brightest areas of the halogens' reach, they looked down to the casino floor.
The high-intensity lamps leeched color from even the brightest clothes, making it seem as if they were looking through
a cloud. The whedls ill turned, the dice ill rolled, dl the ex-posed skin looked uncomfortably deathly pae. Reno
Baron glided swiftly through it dl, his laughter loud, his enthusiasm an attempt to turn disaster into an adventure.

From what they could make out, power was gone dl over the city.

Proctor moved dowly along the wall, keeping a good three feet away to stay out of the light, directing Taz to keep
an eye on below while he checked as best he could the Gdlery level. The glow was strong enough to illuminate parts
of the Briny and the Tides; he could see pae faces, the frequent glimmer of faceted tumblers, shadowed movement as
guests shifted from one table to another or leaned over the wdl into the light, one or two calling down to a friend or a
stranger.

The noise level rose dightly, voices dightly less brittle, the music from the wandering jazz trio turned Mardi Gras
band less frantic. A familiar show tune prompted rounds of in-creasingly lusty singing. An apparent stroke of luck a a
craps table promoted a stadium-like cheer.

"This," Taz said, "isjust too damn bizarre."

Proctor didn't disagree.

The casino-side wdl of the Tides was fretwork, just like the Briny, breaking the glow into twisting flat bands of hazy
white. They faded before they reached the back, but they were gill strong enough to let him see someone standing at
the en-trance.

For a heartbeat he froze, squinting to bring the face into focus, rdaxing when he redized the man had dark hair, not
light.



"Boss," said Taz quietly, "he could be anywhere."

Proctor signaled him to keep looking; it was dl they could do.

An angry shout made him take a hasty step toward the wall; a woman's forced laugh stopped him.

Thetrio played on.

Hopeless, Proctor thought; thisis hopeless.

Then Taz said, "Boss," and pointed.

The man at the Tides entrance was ill there, but he was jerking, struggling, his face oddly blurred, and it took
awhile before Proctor understood that someone had come up behind him and had clamped a hand over his mouth and
nose.

Heran.

There was virtualy no light at dl when he reached the cor-ner; he migudged the width of the corridor and dammed
a shoulder into the wdl. Ricocheted as he grunted the brief pain away. Saw up ahead two figures struggling, before
one was thrown to the floor and the other walked away.

It was Vaknir.

Proctor didn't know what made him cry out, but he did, and the mahjra kept moving, not looking back, not giving a
sign that it had heard. So intent was the chase that Proctor nearly stumbled over the falen man. He glanced down as
he sidestepped, and skid-stumbled to a halt. Dropped to one knee just as Taz reached him.

At thislow leve the halogen glow was dmost too dim, but it was sufficient to let them see what was left of Mischa
Acmarov's face, what was left of his shredded chest.

"Aw, Christ," Taz moaned, backing awvay so quickly he nearly tripped over the stool. He braced himsdf against the
wdl, then looked into the lounge. His voice was tight: "Proc-tor."

Proctor rose and turned. "How bad?'

"Four or five. The bartender, too. Aw, shit, Proctor, Jesus Christ."

It was the change in Taz's voice that warned Proctor, but Taz was too quick. He snatched the stool up by the legs
and took off. Shouting. Demanding. Proctor lunged for him, missed, went back to one knee when his shoe did through
a spreading pool of black blood. By the time he was up and running, Tez was dready hafway to the escalators,
dowing, the stool up and behind him like a clumsy baseball bat.

Valknir waited, head cocked dightly to one side.

Proctor called after Taz, a hand fumbling in his pocket for the pendant Petra had given him.

Vaknir smiled pleasantly, and crooked along-nailed fin-ger: come on, boy, I'm waiting.

Despite the music, despite the gamblers, there was sudden silence on the Galery. Everything moved too dowly.

Taz feinted a swing with his unwieldy weapon, and the mahjra flinched and took a step sideways as Taz veered out
of reach of the wild-swinging hand, spun around and dammed the stool into the mahjras spine. Vdknir arched his
back and went down, rolled over and tried to stand, but Taz swung again, catching him in the side.

Proctor gripped the pendant hard in his left hand, trying to think what to do, what Petra had wanted him to do, while
Taz swung athird time.

Onetimetoo many.

Vaknir grabbed one of the legs and yanked, using the mo-mentum to pull himsdf to his feet while wrenching the
stool from Taz's hands. He tossed the stool aside contemptuously, took a single step, and backhanded Taz across the
chest, lift-ing him off his feet and into the theater lobby gate. The gate rattled like gunshots, and Taz crumpled, and
didn't move.



Proctor slowed, breathing hard.
The mahjralooked over his shoulder. And smiled.
Not aword.

Vaknir spread his ams, widened his eyes. An invitation to play. Proctor stopped, not looking down as his fingers
searched the pendant and chain. Below, someone shouted, "Happy New Year," and the trio broke into a ragged "Auld
Lang Syne."

His thumb passed over the catch twice before he redized what it was, and when he pressed it, the pendant dipped
from his hand; a second before he redized he held a sheath of some kind.

Vaknir's expression changed: I'm waiting, fool, I'm wait-ing.

Taz moaned.

Without taking his gaze from the mahjra's face, Proctor crouched, his fingers cautious now as they dipped around
the red stone. He fdt a bite, dared a look, saw blood on one fin-ger—the scalloped silver setting was the edge of a
sharpened knife.

Taz moaned, and stirred.

Valknir turned, hand out, nails growing, gleaming.

"I don't think so0," Proctor said, picking the pendant up by its chain.

Vdknir laughed as he straightened, and shrugged, and said, "It makes no difference to me which one of you dies
firgt."

Proctor walked toward him, the pendant spinning dowly in his hand. "It better."

Puzzled, the mahjra sighed asif accepting an unpleasant obligation, held out his hands, and flexed his fingers to be
sure Proctor saw the claws. "Do you know what it's like to scream without a tongue?”

Proctor moved closer.

"Do you know," Vaknir said, "what it's like to see with-out your eyes?"
Proctor's face felt like stone.

Taz shifted, and the gate rattled softly.

Vdknir's eyes widened dightly when he saw what was in Proctor's hand. A smile that didn't last. "You've been
study-ing, Mr. Proctor. Good for you." But gill, he took a step back.

Proctor didn't speak.

From the corner of his vision he could see atrickle of blood dip from Taz's hairline down his temple toward his jaw.
He could see the mahjra finaly begin to weigh his chances, judge his opponent, take another step back.

And stop.

"That will hurt," Vaknir admitted with a nod to the spin-ning chain. "But it won't kill me. You have no idea how
strong | am. And you have no idea how mad I'll be if you touch me with that disgusting little bauble."

Proctor lunged, and laughed without a sound when Vaknir backpedaled so quickly he nearly tripped. He lunged
again, the spinning chain blurring, the pendant cutting the air with afaint whistling sound.

"Taz," he said.
Taz blinked and opened his eyes.

"Taz, get up."



"Two against one," Vaknir said. "I think I'm going to be afraid.”

"Get up, Taz."

The gate rattled.

Proctor backed off a step, angling toward the inside wal. When Vaknir advanced, after a sneering glance at Taz,
Proc-tor leaned over the wall quickly, looked, then put his back to it. He let the chain dow until the pendant dangled in
his hand—rocking like a pendulum.

And waited.

"Enough." Vaknir lifted his head. "I smdl blood yet to be spilled.”

"Like said," Proctor told him. "A cheap horror movie."

Vdknir growled and charged, and Proctor spun away at the right moment, bringing afist into the mahjras kidney as
it dammed against the wall. It grunted and turned stiffly, and Proctor punched it again, in the stomach, then the throat,
drop-ping it to one knee, one hand gripping the wall's top so it wouldn't fdl dl the way.

Proctor waited.

"I suppose,” Valknir said, "that was for the bald one."

Proctor shook his head. "Nope."

"Too bad," and he sprang from the floor before Proctor could react, swinging his am to catch Proctor across the
chest. Hefdl against the back wal, lost his breath, gasped when the mahjra grabbed his shirt, spun him around, and
flung him severa feet toward the theater. When he landed, he rolled and regained his feet, ducked under a swinging
am, and landed a solid punch to the point of Vaknir's chin.

Vaknir grunted but didn't buckle; he only shook his head quickly and rubbed a hand over his face.

Inahaf crouch Proctor moved to his right, keeping the casino at his back. His chest fdt asif atruck had run over it,
and his spine protested each timeit had to move. He wouldn't have been surprised to learn held broken a knuckle on
his lft hand.

Moving dowly. Moving sideways. Knowing from the mahjras expression that Vaknir couldn't understand why he
didn't use the pendant, didn't bring it out. Its effect was ev-ident—Valknir hadn't killed or serioudy injured him yet,
and hadn't been able to use his hypnotic control—but keeping it hidden was clearly not how it should be used.

Keep wondering, Proctor thought; figure it out, you're so goddamn smart.

Taz was on hisfeet, swaying weakly.

"I wonder," Valknir whispered, "if we're having fun yet."

The voice and face were human, but nothing Proctor had ever seen could have been more monstrous. He rubbed
his chest gingerly. He tried to straighten, but couldn't.

"I think | am," the mahjrasaid.

Proctor said, " Smash-and-grab, Taz."

"He's usdless, little man.”

Proctor smiled for the first time. Y ou're not doing so well yourself."
Vaknir dumped against the wall, shook his head sadly, and charged.
There was no time to think, no time to pray.

Proctor braced himsdlf, yanked the pendant from his pocket and held it in his right hand at his side. Listening to
Taz's ydl, listening to the mahjra's laughter, listening to the sound of good cheer down below.



No timeto think:

Vaknir grabbed him with one am around his waist, the other raised to slash those claws across his face; Proctor
clamped his left am around him, pinning the mahjra's am between them, and brought the pendant up between them
and arched his back; Taz dammed the stool into Vaknir with a scream, and Proctor felt the wall's edge scrape down
along his back as he pushed off his feet.

No timeto pray:

They fell.

Into the white light, into the singing and applause and the strolling good-time music.

Spinning dowly as Vaknir tried to dow their descent, but with one am pinned, he could do nothing but fal, and try
to gouge Proctor's eyes out.

"Now this," Proctor said just before they hit the craps table, "is for Doc,” and rammed the amber pendant into
Vaknir's chest.

Vaknir hit first, Proctor atop him, and the table shuddered and groaned and finaly collapsed.
Proctor couldn't breathe for the long seconds afterward, could only hear startled screams and darmed shouts, some
of which he was pretty sure were his. Hands clutched at him frantically, pulling him off the mahjra, easing him to the

floor, then suddenly leaving him alone.

He stared at the lights that blinded him, every part of him aching so badly he couldn't tdl if he'd broken anything or
not. He had to know, though; he had to know.

He turned his head and saw the table, dice and chips scat-tered everywhere, two, maybe three people lying beside
it.

But Vaknir wasn't there.

Hetried to move, ydled a a pain that was everywhere a once, and sat up. Swalowed blood and something else.
Reached out blindly until someone took his hand and he used it to help him stand, ignoring the frightened
admonitions, the terrified questions, holding his left am across his stomach, unable to raise his head.

He saw him.

Staggering toward the lobby, bent over, right hand sweep-ing a path clear ahead of him while the left grabbed
what-ever it could to propel him forward.

Stop him, Proctor said, lips moving without sound; stop him, please someone stop him.

They gave him wide berth as he ssumbled forward; they gave the mahjra the same after Baron tired to stop him and
there was a flash of a hand and a scream and a arc of blood.

Taz, Proctor thought; for God's sake, where are you?

Hefdl. He got up. He followed, careening off chairs and slot machines, not caring about the pain because there was
too much to fed.

Dark wet stains on the carpeting.

Closer, but not close enough, and somewhere within the pain was the redization that the red amber was ill
embed-ded in Vaknir's chest. The mahjra was dying and didn't know it; or knew it and till amed to escape.

At the step before the beautiful etched-glass doors, Vaknir stumbled, almost fdl, then straightened and looked over
his shoulder.

Connection to the ground.
Despite the pendant, he was healing.

Proctor couldn't stand straight at dl, but he didn't stop moving, didn't say a word when Vdknir turned away ,.. and



stopped.

Proctor heard the shots. Two of them. Thunder. Saw the back of the mahjras head explode. Saw the creature fdl
back-ward, and saw the old man in the doorway adjust his Russ-ian hat, step forward, look down, and cdmly fire
another bullet into Emile Vaknir's face.

Proctor gave up the chase then and dropped to his knees, holding onto the lip of a ot machine to keep him off the
floor. Panting. Looking up and grinning when Murray said, "Sometimes, you know, you don't have to be a good shot.
All you gotta be is damn close."



THRIY-THRE=

Too many hours passed before Proctor was left alone.

It was Taz, grimacing and limping dlightly, who with Baron's unquestioning assistance, assured the guests with
grand gestures and laughter, that they had just witnessed not a murder but an amazing new kind of theater. Live and
un-confined to anything so prosaic as an ordinary auditorium. Drama and magic combined; some derring-do and
stunts, and no, he could not, under penaty of death, explan how the dead man's body had vanished, or where the
bitter cold mist had come from, and had gone.

It was Granna who culled several willing doctors from the stunned gamblers and sent two up with Cox to the
Barnaget, kept two more to take care of the "stuntmen," who'd been injured in the fdl, and one with Proctor.

"Y ou will not die until you explain," she'd ordered.
"Whatever you say, Lieutenant."
"And why," she'd said grumpily, "does that sound like a curse, coming from you?"

It was Officer Finn and three others who made sure, under specific orders from their lieutenant, that no one saw the
bod-ies in the Tides.

It was Zach Berls and Petrick who found a way to get one of the generators running so one of the elevators and
some of the lights would work.

It was Murray Cobb who took charge of Proctor when the doctor was done, assuring him between coughs and
sneezes that nothing was so wrong that afew weeks strapped in a bed wouldn't cure.

"Y ou remind me of your father, you know. He did stupid things, too, trying to make things right."

A strong am around Proctor's waist in the elevator and down the hdl of the twelfth floor.

"So tdl me, was it worth it? All these bruises and cuts and flying around like Superman, was it worth it?"

"He's dead," Proctor answered.

"Y ou were lucky," Cobb said.

Murray made sure there was water and plenty of aspirin by the bed, that the temperature was cool enough to alow
agood deep, that there was an array of tiny liquor bottles from the cabinet under the television just in case the aspirin
didn't work, and stood by as Proctor, refusing help, washed himsdf a the bathroom sink, undressed, and went to bed.

"Y ou want me to stay?"

Proctor smiled. "No. | dready owe you too much.”

Cobb shrugged. "Y ou owe me nothing. You did alittle, | did a little, we make the world safe for democracy, right?*

Proctor laughed, and groaned. Hed been given a shot, he didn't know what it was, but it hadn't taken dl the pain
away. Some busted ribs, a severely wrenched shoulder—he had a feding he wouldn't fed better for another ten years.

Cobb stroked his mustache, lifted a hand, turned to leave. "One thing," he said.
"Sure."

"This fdlayou chased tonight, is this the kind of investi-gations you do?"
"Sometimes, yes."

"Interesting."

"Sometimes. Yes."



"I'm too old for that,” Cobb said, and left. Poked his head around the corner and smiled. "Actualy, I'm only sixty,
you know. This morning | thought it was old, now I'm not too sure." He saluted Proctor with one finger touched to his
brow. "You stay dive."

Proctor listened to the old man's footsteps, heard the door open, and caled, "Murray, wait!" For a second he
thought Cobb hadn't heard him, then heard the footsteps again.

"Y ou need something?'

Proctor told himsdlf it was probably the painkillers, the re-treat of dl that adrenaline, the background throbbing that
made it difficult to think.

Nevertheless he said, "Y ou want ajob?’

Cobb leaned back, surprised. "Me?"

Proctor nodded.

"Doing stuff like ..." He pantomimed flying and fighting.

"Not always, no."

Murray sniffed, stroked his mustache. "You don't smoke, | notice. | smoke. That a problem?”
"Nope."

“I'mold."

"No, you're sixty. You said so yourself."

Murray scratched one short sideburn, then the other. "Maybe I'l think about it."

"Good. Tak to Taz, hell give you my address and num-ber. Cal me when you make up your mind."

Murray nodded, l€ft, returned again, face in a deep frown. "This is a serious offer? You're not drugged up stupid?
This isn't gratitude for saving your young life from the forces of evil, something like that?'

"It's serious," Proctor said, trying to match his expression with the sentiment.

"Il think. I'l talk to the kid. Maybe I'll call." Another salute. "Good night, Proctor.”

"Good night, Murray. And thanks."

Lessthan an hour later, Taz, who had talked an extra key from the manager, camein and found Proctor sitting up,
pil-lows bunched behind him, staring at the window. "Y ou're supposed to be deeping.” "I can't." He inhaled dlowly.
"Okay, tell me." Taz sat sideways at the foot of the bed. "Y ou want the long or the short?' "Short." "He's ... helll be
okay. It was ..." Helooked away, took a breath. "The doc | talked to said it was a clean cut, like surgery. Petra stopped
the worst of the bleeding somehow."

"Didn't they ask her?'

Tez ill wouldn't look at him. " She was there when we got there. Next thing | knew, she was gone.”

"Where?"'

"l don't know, Boss. 1 haven't seen her since."

Silence, and the storm outside.

"Who is she, Proctor?"

Proctor closed his eyes. "The truth is, | don't know."

"But—"



"Taz, no offense, but I'm really tired."

He felt the bed shift as Tez stood. Said, "Leave them open,” when he heard him move to close the drapes. A
moment later he opened his eyes; Taz ill stood there, hands in his pock-ets.

"It'sdl right," Proctor told him. "I'm okay, mostly, and Doc will be, too. You did an amazing thing tonight, Taz. | owe
you my life" A finger raised for silence when Taz opened his mouth. "No. I'm tired. | hurt like hell. As soon as the
storm lets us, well go home, work it dl out then.”

"Work what out?"

"How to fix that damn Jeep.”

Tez sighed, grinned, promised to see him first thing in the morning, and left.

Silence again, and the storm.

He closed his eyes and pulled the blankets to his neck. Lis-tening. Waiting.

Hoping.

She didn't come.

He didn't dream of the plain, didn't have nightmares of the mahjra or Doc Falcon's mutilation or faling forever while
the mahjratried to fly.

He dreamt instead of adark green dress with silver threads that caught the stormlight.
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he had hidden in a closet, no one searched, and now she was alone. Standing in the bathroom, a scalpd in her hand.
Blood in the basin, blood on her chin.

It had been easy, actualy, getting what she needed. A lit-tle vamping of the hotel doctor, arifling of his bag, plus a
bottle of liquor that lay mostly empty now on the floor.

Doit or die, he had said; you'll heal after awhile.

The tongue, dl in dl, had been easy, and as she stared at her reflection, breathing hard, gathering strength, she
knew why held been crazy.

It was from cannibalizing himsdlf.
It wasthe pain.
Sweet Jesus, it was the pain.

Hushed voices in a large room. A handful of candles in soot-black twisted candelabra throw more shadows than
light, and in the background the sound of a dow steady wind.

In the darkness above, where candlelight cannot reach, the muted flutter of wings.
"Helives"
"Yes, | know."

"He killed amahjra, for God's sake. How the hdll did he know? It wasn't our doing, that foolish Vaknir, he deserved
to die, but how the hell did Proctor know?"

"He had help."

The scents of death; the scent of dying.

"We can't wait any longer. | think we've underestimated him."

"Patience. It will happen. We can't |ose patience.”

"You say that dl the time, but gill he manages to live, and learn, damnit. He's learning.”
"Patience."

Chairs scrape; the wind sighs.

"All right. But only for alittle while longer. Do you un-derstand? You can have dl the patience you want, but ours
has just about run out."

"l understand."

"We hope so. Because if you don't, were all going to die.”



