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Wnter that year was strange and gray.

The danp wi nd snell ed of Apocal ypse, and norni ng skies had a peculiar
way of slipping cat-quick into mdnight.

--The Book of Counted Sorrows

Life is an unrelenting comedy. Therein
lies the tragedy of it.

the Dead Bishop, Martin Stillwater Leaning back in his confortable

| eather office chair, rocking gently, holding a conpact cassette
recorder in his right hand and dictating a letter to his editor in New
York, Martin Stillwater suddenly realized he was repeating the sane two
words in a dreany whisper.

“. . .l need. . . |l need. . . | need
Frowni ng, Marty clicked off the recorder.
His train of thought had clattered down a siding and chugged to a stop
He could not recall what he had been about to say.

Needed what ?

The big house was not nerely quiet but eerily still. Paige had taken
the kids to lunch and a Saturday nmtinee novie.

But this childless silence was nore than just a condition. 1t had
substance. The air felt heavy with it.

He put one hand to the nape of his neck. His pal mwas cool and noi st.
He shivered.

Qut side, the autum day was as hushed as the house, as if all of
southern California had been vacated. At the only w ndow of his
second-fl oor study, the wide |louvers of the plantation shutters were
ajar. Sunlight slanted between angled slats, inprinting the sofa and
carpet with narrow red-gold stripes as lustrous as fox fur, the nearest
| um nous ribbon wapped one corner of the U shaped desk

| need .

Instinct told himthat sonething inportant had happened only a nonent
ago, just out of his sight, perceived sublimnally.

He swiveled his chair and surveyed the room behind him Qher than the
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fasci ae of coppery sunshine interleaved with | ouver shadows, the only
light came froma small desk lanp with a stained-glass shade. Even in
that gl oom however, he could see he was alone with his books, research
files, and conputer.

Per haps the silence seened unnaturally deep only because the house had
been filled with noise and bustle since Wdnesday, when the schools had
closed for the Thanksgiving holiday. He missed the kids. He should
have gone to the movie with them

| need .

The words had been spoken with peculiar tension--and | ong Now an om nous
feeling overcame him a keen sense of inpending danger. It was felt in
his novels, and which he always struggled to describe wi thout resorting
to cliches

He had not actually experienced anything like it in years, not since
Charl otte had been seriously ill when she was four and the doctor had
prepared them for the possibility of cancer. Al day in the hospital,
as his little girl had been wheeled fromone |lab to another for tests,
all that sleepless night, and during the | ong days that foll owed before
the physicians ventured a diagnosis, Marty felt haunted by a nal evol ent
spirit whose presence thickened the air, making it difficult to breathe,
to nove, to hope. As it turned out, his daughter had been threatened
nei ther by supernatural nal evol ence nor nalignancy. The problemwas a
treatabl e blood disorder. Wthin three nonths Charlotte recovered.

But he renmenbered that oppressive dread too well.
He was in its icy grip again, though for no discernible reason

Charlotte and Enily were healthy, well-adjusted kids. He and Pai ge were
happy together--absurdly happy, considering how many thirty-sonething
coupl es of their acquaintance were divorced, separated, or cheating on
each other. Financially, they were nore secure than they had ever
expected to be.

Nevert hel ess, Marty knew somnet hi ng was wrong.

He put down the tape recorder, went to the wi ndow, and opened the
shutters all the way. A leafless sycanore cast stark, elongated shadows
across the small side yard. Beyond those gnarled branches, the

pal e-yel | ow stucco walls of the house next door appeared to have soaked
up the sunshine, gold and russet reflections painted the wi ndows, the

pl ace was silent, seem ngly serene.

To the right, he could see a section of the street. The houses on the
other side of the block were also Mediterranean in style, stucco with
clay-tile roofs, gilded by |ate-afternoon sun, filigreed by overhangi ng
queen-pal mfronds. Quiet, well |andscaped, planned to the square inch,

t heir nei ghborhood--and indeed the entire town of Mssion Viejo seened
to be a haven fromthe chaos that ruled so nmuch of the rest of the world
t hese days.

He cl osed the shutters, entirely blocking the sun

Apparently the only danger was in his nmind, a figment of the sane active
i magi nati on that had made him at |ast, a reasonably successful nystery
novel i st.

Yet his heart was beating faster than ever.
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Marty wal ked out of his office into the second-floor hall, as far as the
head of the stairs. He stood as still as the newel post on which he
rested one hand.

He wasn't certain what he expected to hear. The soft creak of a door,
stealthy footsteps? The furtive rustles and clicks and nuffled thunps
of an intruder slowy naking his way through the house?

Gradual | y, as he heard nothing suspicious and as his racing heart grew
cal mer, his sense of inpending disaster faded. Anxiety becane nere
uneasi ness.

"Who's there?" he asked, just to break the silence.

The sound of his voice, full of puzzlenent, dispelled the portentous
mood. Now the hush was only that of an enpty house, devoid of menace.

He returned to his office at the end of the hall and settled in the

| eat her chair behind his desk. Wth the shutters tightly closed and no
| anps on except the one with the stained-glass shade, the corners of the
room seened to recede farther than the dinensions of the walls allowed,
as if it were a place in a dream

Because the notif of the |anp shade was fruit, the protective glass on
the desk top reflected lunminous ovals and circles of cherry-red,

pl um purpl e, grape-green, |enon-yellow, and berry-blue. In its polished
metal and Pl exiglas surfaces, the cassette recorder, which lay on the

gl ass, also reflected the bright nobsaic, glimering as if encrusted with
jewels. Wen he reached for the recorder, Marty saw that his hand
appeared to be sheathed in the pebbly, iridescent rainbow skin of an
exotic |izard.

He hesitated, studying the faux scales on the back of his hand and the
phantom jewels on the recorder. Real life was as layered with illusion
as any piece of fiction.

He picked up the recorder and pressed the rewind button for a second or
two, seeking the |last few words of the unfinished letter to his editor

The thin, high-speed whistle-shriek of his voice in reverse issued |like
an alien | anguage fromthe small, tinny speaker.

When he thunbed the play button, he found that he had not reversed far
enough, ". . . Il need . . . | need. . . | need. "

Frowni ng, he switched the nmachine to rewi nd, taking the tape back twice
as far as before.

But still, ". . . | need. . . | need

Rewi nd. Two seconds. Five. Ten. Stop. Play.

|l need. . . |l need. . . | need

After two nore attenpts, he found the letter, . so | should be able
to have the final draft of the new book in your hands in about a nonth.
I think this oneis . . . thisoneis. . . uh. . . this one . "

The dictation stopped. Silence unreeled fromthe tape and the sound of
hi s breat hi ng.

By the tine the two-word chant finally began to issue fromthe speaker,
Marty had | eaned forward tensely on the edge of the chair, frowning at
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the recorder in his hand.

| need . . . | need .

He checked his watch. Not quite six mnutes past four o'clock

Initially the dreany murnur was the same as when he'd first come to his
senses and heard soft chanting like the responses to an interninable,

uni magi native religious litany. After about half a minute, however, his
voi ce on the tape changed, becanme sharp with urgency, swelled with

angui sh, then with anger.

". . . NEED. . . NEED. . . NEED. . . " Frustration seethed through
t hose two words.

The Marty Stillwater on the tape--who night as well have been a total
stranger to the listening Marty Stillwater--sounded in acute enptiona
pain for want of sonething that he could neither describe nor inmgine.

Mesneri zed, he scowl ed at the notched white spools of the cassette
pl ayer turning relentlessly behind the plastic view w ndow.

Finally the voice fell silent, the recording ended, and Marty consulted
his watch again. Mre than twelve minutes past four.

He had assumed that he'd lost his concentration for only a few seconds,
slipped into a brief daydream Instead, he'd sat with the recorder
gripped in his hand, the letter to his editor forgotten, repeating those
two words for seven minutes or |onger

Seven m nutes, for God's sake.
And he had renenbered none of it. As if in a trance.

Now he stopped the tape. Hi s hand was trenbling, and when he put the
cassette recorder on the desk, it rattled against the gl ass.

He | ooked around the office, where he had passed so nany solitary hours
in the concoction and solution of so many nysteries, where he had put
uncounted characters through enornous travail and challenged themto
find their way out of nortal danger. The roomwas so familiar, the
overfl owi ng bookshel ves, a dozen original paintings that had been
featured on the dust jackets of his novels, the couch that he had bought
in anticipation of lazy plotting sessions but on which he had never had
the tine or inclination to lie, the computer with its oversize nonitor

But that famliarity was not conforting any nore, because now it was
tainted by the strangeness of what had happened ni nutes ago.

He blotted his danp palns on his jeans.

Having briefly lifted fromhim dread settled again in the manner of
Poe's mysterious raven perching above a chanber door.

Waking fromthe trance, perceiving danger, he had expected to find the
threat outside in the street or in the formof a burglar roam ng through
the roonms below. But it was worse than that. The threat was not
external. Sormehow, the w ongness was within him

The night is deep and free of turbul ence.

Bel ow, the clotted clouds are silver with refl ected noonlight, and for a
whi | e t he shadow of the plane undul ates across that vaporous sea.
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The killer's flight fromBoston arrives on tine in Kansas City,
M ssouri. He goes directly to the baggage-cl ai m ar ea.

Thanksgi ving holiday travelers will not head home until tonorrow, so the
airport is quiet. H's two pieces of |uggage--one of which contains a
Heckl er & Koch P7 pistol, detachable silencer, and expanded magazi nes

| oaded with 9mm amrunition--are first and second to drop onto the
carrousel

At the rental -agency counter he discovers that his reservation has not
been m spl aced or m srecorded, as often happens. He will receive the
| arge Ford sedan that he requested, instead of being stuck with a
subconpact .

The credit card in the name of John Larrington is accepted by the clerk
and by the Anerican Express verifying nmachine with no problem although
his name is not John Larrington

When he receives the car, it runs well and snells clean. The heater
actual l y works

Everyt hing seens to be going his way.

Wthin a fewnmles of the airport he checks into a pleasant if anonynous
four-story notor hotel, where the red-haired clerk at the reception
counter tells himthat he may have a conplinentary breakfast--pastries,
juice, and coffee delivered in the nmorning sinply by requesting it. His
Visa card in the nane of Thomas E. Jukovic is accepted, although Thonas
E. Jukovic is not his nane.

Hi s room has burnt-orange carpet and striped bl ue wall paper.
However, the mattress is firm and the towels are fluffy.

The suitcase containing the automatic pistol and amrunition remains
| ocked in the trunk of the car, where it will offer no tenptation to
snoopi hg notel enpl oyees.

After sitting in a chair by the window for a while, staring at Kansas
City by starlight, he goes down to the coffee shop to have dinner. He
is six feet tall, weighs a hundred and ei ghty pounds, but eats as
heartily as a much | arger nan. A bow of vegetable soup with garlic
toast. Two cheeseburgers, french fries. A slice of apple pie with
vanilla ice cream Half a dozen cups of coffee

He always has a big appetite. Oten he is ravenous, at tinmes his hunger
seens al nost insatiable.

Wil e he eats, the waitress stops by twice to ask if the food is
prepared well and if he needs anything else. She is not nerely
attentive but flirting with him

Al t hough he is reasonably attractive, his |ooks don't rival those of any
movie star. Yet wonen flirt with himnore frequently than wi th other
men who are handsoner and better dressed than he. Consisting of

Rockport wal ki ng shoes, khaki sl acks, a dark-green crew neck sweater, no
jewel ry, and an inexpensive wistwatch, his wardrobe is unrenarkabl e,
unmenorable. Wiich is the idea. The waitress has no reason to m stake
himfor a man of means. Yet here she is again, smiling coquettishly.

Once, in a Mam cocktail |ounge where he had pi cked her up, a bl onde
wi t h whi skey-col ored eyes had assured himthat an intriguing aura
surrounded him A conpel ling nagneti sm arose, she said, fromhis
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preference for silence and fromthe stony expression that usually

occupied his face. "You are," she'd insisted playfully, "the epitone of
the strong silent type. Hell, if you were in a novie with dint
East wod and Stallone, there wouldn't be any dial ogue at all. Later he

had beaten her to death.

He had not been angered by anything she'd said or done. |In fact, sex
wi th her had been sati sfying.

But he had been in Florida to bl ow the brains out of a man naned Parker
Abbot son, and he'd been concerned that the wonan m ght sonehow | ater
connect himw th the assassination. He hadn't wanted her to be able to
give the police a description of him

After wasting her, he had gone to see the | atest Spielberg picture, and
then a Steve Martin flick.

He Iikes novies. Aside fromhis work, novies are the only life he has.

Sonetinmes it seens his real hone is a succession of novie theaters in
different cities yet so alike in their shopping-center multiplexity that
they might as well be the sane dark auditorium

Now he pretends to be unaware that the coffee-shop waitress is
interested in him She is pretty enough, but he wouldn't dare kill an
enpl oyee of the restaurant in the very notel where he's staying. He
needs to find a woman in a place to which he has no connecti ons.

He tips precisely fifteen percent because either stinginess or
extravagance is a sure way to be renenbered

After returning briefly to his roomfor a wool-lined | eat her jacket
suitable to the | ate-Novenber night, he gets in the rental Ford and
drives in steadily widening circles through the surroundi ng comrerci a
district. He is searching for the kind of establishnment in which he
wi Il have a chance to find the right wonman.

Daddy wasn't Daddy.

He had Daddy's bl ue eyes, Daddy's dark brown hair, Daddy's too-big ears,
Daddy' s freckl ed nose, he was a dead-ringer for the Martin Stillwater

pi ctured on the dustjackets of his books. He sounded just |ike Daddy
when Charlotte and Emily and their nother came home and found himin the
ki tchen, drinking coffee, because he said, "There's no use pretending
you went shopping at the mall after the novie. | had you followed by a
private detective. | know you were at a poker parlor in Gardena,
ganmbl i ng and snoking cigars.” He stood, sat, and noved |i ke Daddy.

Later, when they went out to Islands for dinner, he even drove |ike
Daddy. Wich was too fast, according to Mom O sinply "the confident,
skillful technique of a master notorman” if you saw things Daddy's way.

But Charlotte knew sonet hing was wong, and she fretted.

Oh, he hadn't been taken over by an alien who crawl ed out of a big seed
pod from outer space or anything so extrene. He wasn't that different
fromthe Daddy she knew and | oved.

Mostly, the differences were mnor. Though usually relaxed and
easy-going, he was slightly tense. He held hinself stiffly, as if

bal ancing eggs on his head . . . or as if maybe he expected to be hit
at any nonent by soneone, sonmething. He didn't smle as quickly or as
often as usual, and when he did smle, he seened to be pretending.
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Bef ore he backed the car out of the driveway, he turned and checked on
Charlotte and Emily to be sure they were using seatbelts, but he didn't
say "the Stillwater rocket to Mars is about to blast off" or "if | take
the turns too fast and you have to puke, please throw up neatly in your
j acket pockets, not on ny nice upholstery” or "if we build up enough
speed to go back in tine, don't shout insults at the dinosaurs” or any
of the other silly things he usually said.

Charlotte noticed and was troubl ed.

The restaurant, |slands, had good burgers, great fries--which could be
ordered wel | -done sal ads, and soft tacos. Sandw ches and french fries
were served in baskets, and the anbi ance was Cari bbean

" Anbi ance” was a new word for Charlotte. She liked the sound of it so
much, she used it every chance she got--though Emly, hopel ess child,
was al ways confused and said "what anmbul ance, | don't see an anbul ance”
every time Charlotte used it.

Seven-year-ol ds could be such a tribulation. Charlotte was ten--or
woul d be in six weeks--and Emily had just turned seven in Cctober. Em
was a good sister, but of course seven-year-olds were so. . . soO
seveni sh.

Anyway, the anbiance was tropical, bright colors, banboo on the ceiling,
wooden blinds, and lots of potted palns. Both the boy and girl
wai tresses wore shorts and bright Hawaiian-type shirts.

The pl ace reni nded her of Jimmy Buffet music, which was one of those
things her parents |oved but which Charlotte didn't get at all

At | east the anbi ance was cool, and the french fries were the best.

They sat in a booth in the non-snoking section, where the anbi ance was
even nicer. Her parents ordered Corona, which cane in frosted mugs.

Charlotte had a Coke, and Emily ordered root beer.

"Root beer is a grown-up drink," Emsaid. She pointed to Charlotte
Coke. "Wien are you going to stop drinking kid stuff?"

Em was convi nced that root beer could be as intoxicating as real beer

Sonetimes she pretended to be smashed after two gl asses, which was
stupid and enbarrassi ng. Wen Em was doi ng her weavi ng- bur pi ng- dr unk
routine and strangers turned to stare, Charlotte explained that Em was
seven. Everyone was understandi ng--froma seven-year-old, what else
coul d be expected?--but it was enbarrassi ng nonet hel ess.

By the tinme the waitress brought dinner, Mom and Daddy were talking
about sone peopl e they knew who were getting a divorce boring adult talk
that could ruin an anbiance fast if you paid any attention. And Em was
stacking french fries in peculiar piles, like mniature versions of
nmodern scul ptures they'd seen in a nmuseum | ast sunmmer, she was absorbed
by the project.

Wth everyone distracted, Charlotte unzi pped the deepest pocket on her
deni mjacket, withdrew Fred, and put himon the table.

He sat notionless under his shell, stumpy |egs tucked in, headl ess, as
big around as a man's wistwatch. Finally his beaky little nose
appeared. He sniffed the air cautiously, and then he stretched his head
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out of the fortress that he carried on his back. H's dark shiny turtle
eyes regarded his new surroundings with great interest, and Charlotte
figured he nust be amazed by the ambi ance.

"Stick with me, Fred, and |I'll show you places no turtle has ever before
seen, " she whi spered.

She gl anced at her parents. They were still so involved with each other
that they had not noticed when she'd slipped Fred out of her pocket. Now
he was hidden fromthem by a basket of french fries.

In addition to fries, Charlotte was eating soft tacos stuffed with
chi cken, fromwhich she extracted a ribbon of lettuce. The turtle
sniffed it, turned his head away in disgust. She tried chopped tonato.

Are you serious? he seened to say, refusing the tidbit.

Cccasionally, Fred could be nobody and difficult. That was her fault,
she supposed, because she had spoil ed him

She didn't think chicken or cheese would be good for him and she was
not going to offer himany tortilla crunbs until he ate his vegetables,
so she nibbled on the crisp french fries and gazed around the restaurant
as if fascinated by the other custoners, ignoring the rude little
reptile. He had rejected the lettuce and tomato nerely to annoy her. If
he thought she didn't give a hoot whether he ate or not, then he would
probably eat. In turtle years, Fred was seven

She actually becane interested in a heavy-metal couple with |eather
clothes and strange hair. They distracted her for a few mnutes, and
she was startled by her nother's soft squeak of alarm

"Ch," said her mother after she squeaked, "it's only Fred."

The ungrateful turtle after all, Charlotte could have left him at
hone--was not beside her plate where he'd been left. He had craw ed
around the basket of fries to the other side of the table.

"I only got himout to feed him" Charlotte said defensively.

Lifting the basket so Charlotte could see the turtle, Mm said, "Honey,
it's not good for himto be in your pocket all day."

"Not all day." Charlotte took possession of Fred and returned himto
her pocket. "Just since we |eft the house for dinner."

Mom frowned. "What other |ivestock do you have with you?"

"Just Fred."

"What about Bob?" Mm asked.

"Ch, yuck," Emily said, making a face at Charlotte. "You got Bob in
your pocket? | hate Bob."

Bob was a bug, a slow noving black beetle as |large as the last joint of
Daddy's thunb, with faint blue markings on his carapace.

She kept himin a big jar at hone, but sonetinmes she liked to take him
out and watch himcraw in his |aborious way across a countertop or even
over the back of her hand.

"I'"d never bring Bob to a restaurant,” Charlotte assured them
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"You al so know better than to bring Fred," her nother said.
"Yes, ma'am" Charlotte said, genuinely enbarrassed.
"Dunmb," Em |y advised her

To Enmily, Mom said, "No dunber than using french fries as if they're
Lego bl ocks."

"I"'mmaking art." Emly was always making art. She was weird sometines
even for a seven-year-old. Picasso reincarnate, Daddy called her.

"Art, huh?" Mmsaid. "You're nmaking art out of your food, so then
what are you going to eat? A painting?"

"Maybe," Emsaid. "A painting of a chocol ate cake."

Charlotte zi pped shut her jacket pocket, inprisoning Fred.

"Wash your hands before you go on eating,"” Daddy said.

Charlotte said, "Wy?"

"VWhat were you just handling?”

"You nean Fred? But Fred' s clean."

"l said, wash your hands."

Her father's snappi shness rem nded Charlotte that he was not hinself.

He rarely spoke harshly to her or Em She behaved not out of fear that
he'd spank her or shout at her, but because it was inportant not to

di sappoint himor Mom It was the best feeling in the world when she
got a good grade in school or perfornmed well at a piano recital and rmade
them proud of her. And absolutely nothing was worse than nessing
up--and seeing a sad | ook of disappointnment in their eyes, even when
they didn't punish her or say anything.

The sharpness of her father's voice sent her directly to the |adies
room blinking back tears every step of the way.

Later, on the way home from I sl ands, when Daddy got a | ead foot, Mm
said, "Marty, this isn't the Indianapolis Five Hundred."

"You think this is fast?" Daddy asked, as if astonished. "This isn't
fast."

"Even the caped crusader hinself can't get the Batnobile up to speeds
like this."

"I"'mthirty-three, never had an accident. Spotless record. No tickets.
Never been stopped by a cop.”

"Because they can't catch you," Mm said.
"Exactly."
In the back seat, Charlotte and Emily grinned at each ot her.

For as long as Charlotte could renenber, her parents had been having
j okey conversations about his driving, though her nother was serious
about wanting himto go slower..

"I'"ve never even had a parking ticket," Daddy said.
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"Well, of course, it's not easy to get a parking ticket when the
speedoneter needle is always pegged out."

In the past their back-and-forth had al ways been good- hunor ed.

But now, he suddenly spoke sharply to Mom "For God's sake, Paige, I'ma
good driver, this is a safe car, | spent nore noney on it than | should
have precisely because it's one of the safest cars on the road, so wll
you just give this a rest?"

"Sure. Sorry," Mm said.
Charlotte | ooked at her sister. Emwas w de-eyed with disbelief.
Daddy was not Daddy. Sonething was wong. Big-Tinme wong.

They had gone only a bl ock before he slowed down and gl anced at Mom and
said, "Sorry."

"No, you were right, I'mtoo much of a worrier about some things," Mm
told him
They smiled at each other. It was all right. They weren't going to get

divorced |ike those people they'd been tal king about at dinner

Charlotte couldn't recall them ever being angry with each other for
| onger than a few m nutes.

However, she was still worried. Maybe she should check around the house
and outside behind the garage to see if she could find a giant enpty
seed pod from outer space

Li ke a shark cruising cold currents in a night sea, the killer drives.

This is his first time in Kansas City, but he knows the streets. Tota
mastery of the layout is part of his preparation for every assignnent,
in case he becones the subject of a police pursuit and needs to make a
hasty escape under pressure.

Curiously, he has no recollection of having seen--let al one studied--a
map, and he can't imagine fromwhere this highly detailed information
was acquired. But he doesn't like to consider the holes in his menory
because thinki ng about them opens the door on a bl ack abyss that
terrifies him

So he just |eaves.

Usually he likes to drive. Having a powerful and responsive nachine at
hi s command gives hima sense of control and purpose.

But once in a while, as happens now, the notion of the car and the
sights of a strange city--regardl ess of how famliar he may be with the
| ayout of its streets--nmake himfeel small, alone, adrift. H's heart
begins to beat fast. Hi s palnms are suddenly so danp, the steering whee
slips through them

Then, as he brakes at a traffic light, he looks at the car in the |ane
beside himand sees a famly reveal ed by the street |anps. The father
is driving. The nother sits in the passenger seat, an attractive wonan.

A boy of about ten and a girl of six or seven are in the back seat.

On their way hone froma night out. Maybe a novie. Talking, |aughing,
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parents and children together, sharing.

In his deteriorating condition, that sight is a mercil ess hanmrer bl ow,
and he makes a thin wordl ess sound of angui sh.

He pulls off the street, into the parking lot of an Italian restaurant.
Slunps in his seat. Breathes in quick shall ow gasps

The enptiness. He dreads the enptiness.

And now it is upon him

He feels as if he is a hollow man, nmade of the thinnest blown gl ass,
fragile, only slightly nore substantial than a ghost.

At times like this, he desperately needs a mrror. Hi s reflectionis
one of the few things that can confirmhis existence.

The restaurant's el aborate red and green neon sign illum nates the
interior of the Ford. Wen he tilts the rearviewmrror to | ook at

hi nsel f, his skin has a cadaverous cast, and his eyes are alight with
changing crinson shapes, as if fires burn within him

Tonight, his reflection is not enough to dimnish his agitation. He
feels | ess substantial by the nmonent. Perhaps he will breathe out one
last tine, expelling the final thin substance of hinself in that
exhal ati on.

Tears blur his vision. He is overwhel ned by his |oneliness, and
tortured by the neani ngl essness of his life.

He folds his arns across his chest, hugs hinself, |eans forward, and
rests his forehead against the steering wheel. He sobs as if he is a
smal | child.

He doesn't know his name, only the names he will use while in Kansas
City. He wants so nuch to have a name of his own that is not as
counterfeit as the credit cards on which it appears. He has no famly,
no friends, no hone. He cannot recall who gave himthis assignnent--or
any of the jobs before it--and he doesn't know why his targets mnust die.
I ncredi bly, he has no idea who pays him does not renenber where he got
the nmoney in his wallet or where he bought the clothes he wears.

On a nore profound | evel, he does not know who he is. He has no nenory
of a time when his profession was anything other than nmurder. He has no
politics, no religion, no personal philosophy whatsoever. Whenever he
tries to take an interest in current affairs, he finds hinself unable to
retain what he reads in the newspapers, he can't even focus his
attention on television news. He is intelligent, yet he permits
hinself--or is permtted--only satisfactions of a physical nature, food,
sex, the savage exhilaration of homicide. Vast regions of his mnd
remai n uncharted

A few mnutes pass in green and red neon

H's tears dry. Gadually he stops trenbling.

He will be all right. Back on the rails. Steady, controll ed.

In fact he ascends with renarkabl e speed fromthe depths of despair.

Surprising, howreadily he is willing to continue with his | atest
assignnent--and with the nmere shadow of a life that he | eads
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Sonmetimes it seenms to himthat he operates as if programmed in the
manner of a dunb and obedi ent nachi ne.

On the other hand, if he were not to continue, what el se would he do?
This shadow of a life is the only life he has.

While the girls were upstairs, brushing their teeth and preparing for
bed, Marty nethodically went fromroomto roomon the first floor,
maki ng sure all of the doors and w ndows were | ocked.

He had circled half the downstairs--and was testing the latch on the

wi ndow above the kitchen sink--before he realized what a peculiar task
he had set for hinself. Prior to turning in every night, he checked the
front and back doors, of course, plus the sliding doors between the
famly room and patio, but he did not ordinarily verify that any
particul ar wi ndow was secure unless he knew that it had been open for
ventilation during the day. Nevertheless, he was confirmng the
integrity of the house perinmeter as conscientiously as a sentry m ght
certify the outer defenses of a fortress besieged by enenies.

As he was finishing in the kitchen, he heard Paige enter, and a nonent
| ater she slid both arnms around his waist, enbracing himfrom behind.

"You okay?" she asked.

"Yeah, well
"Bad day?"
"Not really. Just one bad nonent."

Marty turned in her arnms to enbrace her. She felt wonderful, so warm
and strong, so alive.

That he |l oved her nore now than when they had net in college was no
surprise. The triunphs and failures they had shared, the years of daily
struggle to nmake a place in the world and to seek the neaning of it, was
rich soil in which love could grow.

However, in an age when ideal beauty was supposedly enbodied in

ni net een-year-ol d professional cheerleaders for major-I|eague foot bal
teans, Marty knew a | ot of guys who would be surprised to hear he'd
found his wife increasingly attractive as she had aged from nineteen to
thirty-three. Her eyes were no bluer than they had been when he'd first
met her, her hair was not a richer shade of gold, and her skin was

nei ther snoother nor nore supple. Nevertheless, experience had given
her character, depth. Corny as it sounded in this era of knee-jerk

cyni cism she sonetinmes seemed to shine with an inner light, as radiant
as the venerated subject of a painting by Raphael

So, yeah, maybe he had a heart as soft as butter, maybe he was a sucker
for romance, but he found her smile and the chall enge of her eyes
infinitely nore exciting than a six-pack of naked cheerl eaders.

He ki ssed her brow.
She said, "One bad nonent? What happened?”

He hadn't decided how nuch he should tell her about those seven | ost
m nutes. For now it mght be best to mnimze the deep weirdness of the
experience, see the doctor Mnday norning, and even have some tests
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done. If he was in good health, what had happened in the office this
afternoon might prove to be an inexplicable singularity. He didn't want
to al arm Pai ge unnecessarily.

"Wl [ ?" she persisted.

Wth the inflection she gave that single word, she rem nded hi mthat
twel ve years of narriage forbade serious secrets, no matter what good
intentions notivated his reticence.

He said, "You renenber Audrey A mes?"
"Who? Oh, you mean in One Dead Bi shop?"

One Dead Bishop was a novel he had witten. Audrey Aines was the |ead
character.

"Remenber what her probl emwas?" he asked.

"She found a dead priest hanging on a hook in her foyer closet.”
"Aside fromthat."

"She had another problen? Seens |like a dead priest is enough

Are you sure you're not over-conplicating your plots?"

"I'"'mserious," he said, though aware of how odd it was that he shoul d
choose to informhis wife of a personal crisis by conparing it to the
experiences of a nystery-novel heroine whom he had creat ed.

Was the dividing line between Iife and fiction as hazy for other people
as it sonmetinmes was for a witer? And if so--was there a book in that
i dea?

Frowni ng, Paige said, "Audrey Aimes . . . Oh, yeah, you're talking
about her bl ackouts."

"Fugues," he said.

A fugue was a serious personality dissociation. The victimwent places,
tal ked to people, and engaged in varied activities while appearing
normal --yet later could not recall where he had been or what he had done
during the blackout, as if the time had passed in deepest sleep. A
fugue could |l ast m nutes, hours, or even days.

Audrey Ai mes had suddenly begun to suffer from fugues when she was
thirty, because repressed nenories of childhood abuse had begun to
surface after nore than two decades, and she had retreated fromthem
psychol ogically. She'd been certain she'd killed the priest while in a
fugue state, although of course soneone el se had rmurdered himand
stuffed himin her closet, and the entire bizarre homn ci de was cl osed.

In spite of being able to earn a living by spinning el aborate fantasies
out of thin air, Marty had a reputation for being as enptionally stable
as the Rock of G braltar and as easy-going as a golden retriever on

Val ium which was probably why Paige still smled at himand appeared
reluctant to take himseriously.

She stood on her toes, kissed his nose, and said, "So you forgot to take
out the garbage, and now you're going to claimit's because you're
suffering a personality breakdown due to |ong-forgotten, hideous abuses
when you were six years old. Really, Marty. Shanme on you
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Your nom and dad are the sweetest people |'ve ever net."

He et go of her, closed his eyes, and pressed one hand agai nst his
forehead. He was devel oping a fierce headache.

"I'"mserious, Paige. This afternoon, in the office . . . for seven
mnutes . . . well, | only know what the hell | was doing during that
time because |'ve got it on a tape recorder. | don't renenber any of

it. And it's creepy. Seven creepy ninutes."

He felt her body tense against his, as she realized that he was not
engaged in sonme conplex joke. And when he opened his eyes, he saw that
her playful smile was gone.

"Maybe there's a sinple explanation,” he said. "Maybe there's no reason
to be concerned. But |I'mscared, Paige. | feel stupid, like |I should
just shrug and forget about it, but I'mscared."

In Kansas City, a chill wind polishes the night until the sky seens to
be an infinite slab of clear crystal in which stars are suspended and
behi nd which is pent a vast reservoir of darkness.

Beneat h t hat enornous wei ght of space and bl ackness, the Blue Life
Lounge huddl es |like a research station on the floor of an ocean trench,
pressurized to resist inplosion. The facade is covered in a shiny

al um num skin renini scent of Airstreamtravel trailers and roadside
diners fromthe 1950s. Blue and green neon spells the nane in |azy
script and outlines the structure, glinmering in the al um num and
beckoning with as much allure as the | anps of Neptune.

I nside, where an anplified conbo blasts out rock-'n'-roll fromthe past
two decades, the killer noves toward the huge horseshoe bar in the
center of the room The air is thick with cigarette snmoke, beer funes,
and body heat, it alnmpst resists him as if it's water.

The crowd offers radically different inages fromthe traditiona
Thanksgi vi ng scenes fl ooding tel evision screens during this holiday
weekend. At the tables the custoners are nostly raucous young nen in
groups with too nmuch energy and testosterone for their own good.

They shout to be heard above the thundering nusic, grab at waitresses to
get their attention, whoop in approval when the guitarist gets off a
good riff.

Their determi nation to enjoy thensel ves has the frantic quality of
insectile frenzy.

A third of the nmen at the tables are acconpani ed by young w ves or
girlfriends of the big-hair and heavy- nakeup persuasion. They are as
rowdy as the men--and would be as out of place at a hearthside famly
gathering as screeching bright-plunmed parrots woul d be out of place at
t he bedsi de of a dying nun

The horseshoe-shaped bar encircles an oval stage, bathed in red and
white spotlights, where two young wormen with exceptionally firm bodi es
thrash to the nmusic and call it dancing. They wear cowgirl costunes
designed to tease, all fringe and spangles, and one of themelicits
whi stl es and hoots when she renoves her halter top

The nen on the bar stools are all ages and, unlike the customers at the
tabl es, each appears to be alone. They sit in silence, staring up at
the two snoot h-ski nned dancers. Many sway slightly on their stools or
move their heads dreamily fromside to side in tinme to some other nusic
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far less driving than the tunes the band is actually playing, they are
like a colony of sea anenones, stirred by slow deep currents, waiting
dunmbly for a norsel of pleasure to drift to them

He sits on one of only two enpty stools and orders a bottle of Beck's
dark froma bartender who could crack walnuts in the crooks of his arns.
Al three bartenders are tall and nmuscul ar, no doubt hired for their
ability to double as bouncers if the need arises.

The dancer at the far end of the stage, the one whose breasts bounce
unfettered, is a striking brunette with a thousand-watt snile.

She is into the music and genuinely seens to enjoy perform ng.

Al t hough the nearest dancer, a leggy blonde, is even nore attractive
than the brunette, her routine is mechanical, and she seens to be nunbed
either by drugs or disgust. She neither smiles nor |ooks at anyone, but
gazes at sone far place only she can see

She seens haughty, disdainful of the nmen who stare at her, the killer
included. He would derive a |ot of pleasure fromdraw ng his pistol and
punpi ng several rounds into her exquisite body one for good nmeasure in
the center of her pouting face.

An intense thrill shakes himat the nere contenplation of taking her
beauty fromher. The theft of her beauty appeals to himnore than
taking her life. He places little value on life but a great deal on
beauty because his own life is often unbearably bl eak

Fortunately, the pistol is in the trunk of the rented Ford. He has left
the gun in the car precisely to avoid a tenptation like this, when he
feels conpelled toward viol ence

As often as two or three tinmes a day, he is gripped by a desire to
destroy anyone who happens to be near him-nen, wonen, children, it
makes no difference. In the thrall of these dark seizures, he hates
every | ast human being on the face of the earth--whether they are
beautiful or ugly, rich or poor, smart or stupid, young or old.

Perhaps, in part, his hatred arises fromthe know edge that he is
different fromthem He nust always |ive as an outsider

But sinmple alienation is not the primary reason he frequently
contenpl at es random sl aughter. He needs sonething from other people
which they are unwilling to provide, and, because they withhold it, he
hates themwi th such passion that he is capable of any atrocity-even
though he has no i dea what he expects to receive fromthem

This nysterious need is sonetines so intense that it becones pai nful
It is a hunger akin to starvation--but not a hunger for food.

O'ten he finds hinself on the trenbling edge of a revel ation, he
realizes that the answer is astonishingly sinple if only he can open
hinself to it, but enlightenment always el udes him

The killer takes a long pull on the bottle of Beck's. He wants the
beer, but he does not need it. Want is not need.

On the el evated stage, the blonde slips off her halter, exposing pale
upswept breasts.

If he retrieves the pistol and expanded magazi nes of amm fromthe trunk
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of the car, he will have ninety rounds. Wen the arrogant blonde is
dead, he can kill the other dancer. Then the three nuscl ebound
bartenders with three headshots. He is well trained in the use of
firearms--though he has no recollection of who trained him Wth those
five dead, he can target the fleeing crowd. Many who don't die from
gunfire will perish when tranpled in the panic to escape.

The prospect of slaughter excites him and he knows that bl ood can make
himforget, at least for a short while, the aching need that plagues
him He has experienced the pattern before. Need fosters frustration,
frustration grows into anger, anger |leads to hatred, hatred generates
vi ol ence and vi ol ence sonetines soot hes.

He drinks nore beer and wonders if he is insane.

He renenbers a novie in which a psychiatrist assures the hero that only
sane people question their sanity. Genuine nadnmen are always firmy
convinced of their rationality. Therefore, he nmust be sane even to be
abl e to doubt hinself.

Marty | eaned agai nst the door frame and watched while the girls took
turns sitting on their bedroomvanity bench to | et Paige brush their
hair. Fifty strokes each.

Perhaps it was the easy rhythm c notion of the hairbrush or the
tranquilizing donesticity of the scene that soothed Marty's headache.

What ever the reason, the pain faded.

Charlotte's hair was golden, just like her nother's, and Emily's was so
dark brown that it was al nbost black, like Marty's. Charlotte chatted
nonstop with Paige throughout her brushing, but Emly kept silent,
arched her back, closed her eyes, and took an al nost catlike pleasure in
the groom ng.

The contrasting halves of their shared roomattested to other

di fferences between the sisters. Charlotte |iked posters full of
nmotion, colorful hot-air balloons against a desert twilight, a ballet
dancer in md-entrechat, sprinting gazelles. Enmly preferred posters of
autumm | eaves, evergreens hung with heavy snow, and noonlight-silvered
surf breaking on a pale beach. Charlotte's bedspread was green, red,
and yellow, Emly's was a beige chenille.

Di sorder ruled in Charlotte's domain, while Emily prized neatness.

Then there was the matter of pets. On Charlotte's side of the room
built-in bookshel ves housed the terrariumthat was honme to Fred the
Turtle, the w de-nouthed gallon jar where Bob the Bug made his honme in
dead | eaves and grass, the cage that housed Wayne the Gerbil, another
terrariumin which Shel don the Snake was the tenant, a second cage in
whi ch Wi skers the Mouse spent a |lot of tine keeping an eye on Shel don
in spite of the glass and wire that separated them and a fina
terrarium occupi ed by Loretta the Chanel eon

Charlotte had rejected the suggestion that a kitten or puppy was a nore
appropriate pet. "Dogs and cats run around |loose all the tinme, you
can't keep themin a nice safe little hone and protect them" she
expl ai ned.

Enily had only one pet. Its name was Peepers. It was a stone the size
of a snmall |enon, snoothed by decades of running water in the Sierra
creek fromwhich she had retrieved it during their sumrer vacation a
year ago. She had painted two soul ful eyes on it, and insisted,

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (16 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:31 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

"Peepers is the best pet of all. | don't have to feed himor clean up
after him He's been around forever, so he's real smart and real w se,
and when |I'msad or maybe mad, | just tell himwhat |'m hurting about,
and he takes it all in and worries about it so | don't have to think

about it any nore and can be happy."

Emily was capabl e of expressing ideas that were, on the surface,
entirely childlike but, on reflection, seened deeper and nore nmature
than anyt hi ng expected froma seven-year-old. Sonetines, when he | ooked
into her dark eyes, Marty felt she was seven going on four hundred, and
he could hardly wait to see just how interesting and conpl ex she was
going to be when she was all grown-up

After their hair was brushed, the girls clinbed into the twin beds, and
their mother tucked the covers around them kissed them and wi shed them
sweet dreams. "Don't let the bed bugs bite," she warned Em |y because
the line always elicited a giggle.

As Paige retreated to the doorway, Marty noved a straightbacked chair
fromits usual place against the wall and positioned it at the foot

of --and exactly between--the two beds. Except for a mniature
battery-powered reading lanp clipped to his open notebook and a

| ow-wattage M ckey Mouse luminaria plugged into a wall socket near the
floor, he switched off all the lights. He sat in the chair, held the
not ebook at readi ng distance, and waited until the silence had acquired
that sanme quality of pleasurable expectation that filled a theater in
the nmoment when the curtain started to rise.

The npod was set.

This was the happiest part of Marty's day. Story time. No matter what
el se m ght happen after rising to nmeet the norning, he could always | ook
forward to story tine.

He wote the tales hinself in a notebook |abeled Stories for Charlotte
and Emly, which he mght actually publish one day. O mght not.

Every word was a gift to his daughters, so the decision to share the
stories with anyone el se would be entirely theirs.

Toni ght marked the begi nning of a special treat, a story in verse, which
woul d continue through Christnas Day. Mybe it would go well enough to
help himforget the unsettling events in his office.

"Wel |, now Thanksgiving is safely past, nore turkey eaten this year than
last--' "It rhynes!" Charlotte said with delight.

"Sssshhhhh!" Em |y adnoni shed her sister

The rules of story time were few but inportant, and one of them was that
the two-girl audience could not interrupt m d-sentence or, in the case
of a poem md-stanza. Their feedback was valued, their reactions
cherished, but a storyteller nmust receive his due respect.

He began again, "Well, now Thanksgiving is safely past, nore turkey
eaten this year than last, nore stuffing stuffed, nore yans jamed into
our nouths, and using both hands, coleslawin slews, biscuits by twos,
all of us too fat to fit in our shoes.” The girls were giggling just
where he wanted themto giggle, an Marty could barely restrain hinself
fromturning around in his chair to see how Paige liked it so far, as
she had heard none of it until this nonent. But no one would respond to
a storyteller who couldn't wait until the end for his plaudits, an
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unshakabl e air of confidence, whether faked or genuinely felt, was
essential to success.

So let's |l ook ahead to the big holiday that's com ng, com ng, com ng our
way.

I"msure you know just what day | nean.
It's not Easter Sunday, not Hal |l oween.
It's not a day to be sad and |istless.
I ask you, young ladies, what is it--?"

"It's Christnmas!" Charlotte and Enmily answered in unison, and their
i mredi ate response confirmed that he had themin his spell.

"Someday soon, we'll put up a tree.
Why only one? Maybe two, maybe three!
Deck it with tinsel and baubles bright.

It'Il be an amazi ng and wonderful sight String colored lights out on the
roof - pray none are broken by anything's hoof Salt down the shingles to
melt the ice.

If Santa fell, it just wouldn't be nice.

He might fracture a leg or get a cut, perhaps even break his big jolly
butt."

He gl anced at the girls. Their faces seemed to shine in the shadows.
Wthout saying a word, they told him Don't stop, don't stop

God, he loved this. He loved them

If heaven existed, it was exactly like this nonment, this place.

"Ch, wait! | just heard terrible news.

Hope it won't give you Christmas bl ues.

Santa was drugged, tied up, and gagged, blindfol ded, ear-stoppled, and
bagged.

H's sleigh is waiting out in the yard, and soneone has stolen Santa's
bank card.

Soon his accounts will be picked clean by the use of automatic-teller
machi nes. "

"Uh-oh," Charlotte said, snuggling deeper into her covers, "it's going
to be scary."

"Well, of course it is,"” Emly said. "Daddy wote it."
"WIIl it be too scary?" Charlotte asked, pulling the blankets up to her
chi n.

"Are you wearing socks?" Marty asked

Charlotte usually wore socks to bed except in sumer, because otherw se
her feet got cold.
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"Socks?" she said. "Yeah? So?"

Marty | eaned forward in his chair and | owered his voice to a spooky
whi sper, "Because this story won't end until Christnmas Day, and by then
it's gonna scare your socks off maybe a dozen tines."

He made a wi cked face.
Charlotte pulled the covers up to her nose.
Em |y giggled and demanded, "Cone on, Daddy, what's next?"

"Hark, the sound of silver sleigh bells echoes over the hills and the
del | s.

And | ook reindeer high up in the sky!
Sone silly goose has taught themto fly.

The drivergiggles quite like a | oon-madman, goofball, a thug, and a
goon.

Sonething is wong--any fool could tell.
If this is Santa, then Santa's not well.

He hoots, gibbers, chortles, and spits, and seens to be having sone sort
of fits.

Hs mean little eyes spin just |ike tops.
So sonebody better quick call the cops.
A closer | ook confirms his psychosis.
And- - oh, my dears--really bad halitosis!"

"Ch, jeer," Charlotte said, pulling the covers up just bel ow her eyes.

She professed to dislike scary stories, but she was the quickest to
conmplain if sonething frightening didn't happen in a tale sooner or
| at er.

"So who is it?" Emly asked. "Who tied Santa up and robbed himand ran
off in his sleigh?"

"Bewar e when Christmas cones this year, because there's sonething newto
fear.

Santa's twin--who is evil and nean-stole the sleigh, will make the
scene, pretending to be his good brother.

Guard your bel oved children, nother!

Down the chi mey, into your hone, here cones that vile psychotic gnone!"
"Eeep!" Charlotte cried, and pulled the covers over her head.

Emily said, "Wat nade Santa's twin so evil?"

"Maybe he had a bad chil dhood," Marty sai d.

"Maybe he was born that way," Charlotte said under her covers.
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"Can peopl e be born bad?" Emly wondered. Then she answered her own
question before Marty could respond. "Well, sure, they can

"Cause sone people are born good, l|ike you and Momry, so then sone
peopl e nust be born bad."

Marty was soaking up the girls' reactions, loving it. On one level, he
was a witer, storing away their words, the rhythns of their speech,
expressions, toward the day when he might need to use sone of this for a
scene in a book. He supposed it wasn't admirable to be so constantly
aware that even his own children were material, it mght be norally
repugnant, but he couldn't change. He was what he was. He was also a
father, however, and he reacted primarily on that |evel, nmentally
preserving the nonent because one day nenories were all he would have of
their chil dhood, and he wanted to be able to recall everything, the good
and the bad, sinple nonents and big events, in Technicol or and Dol by
sound and with perfect clarity, because it was all too precious to him
to be |ost.

Emily said, "Does Santa's evil twi n have a name?"

"Yes," Marty said, "he does, but you'll have to wait until another night
to hear it. W' ve reached our first stopping place.”

Charl otte poked her head out from beneath the covers, and both girls
insisted that he read the first part of the poem again, as he had known
they would. Even the second tinme through, they would be too involved to
be ready to sleep. They would denand a third readi ng, and he woul d
oblige, for then they would be famliar enough with the words to settle
down. Later, by the end of the third reading, they finally would be
either deep in sleep or on the drowsy edge of it.

As he started with the first line again, Marty heard Paige turn out of
the doorway and wal k toward the stairs. She would be waiting for himin
the fanmily room perhaps with flames crackling in the fireplace, perhaps
with red wine and a snack of sone kind, and they would curl up together
and tell each other about their day.

Any five mnutes of the evening, now or later, would be nore interesting
to himthan a trip around the world. He was a hopel ess honebody. The
charns of hearth and famly had nore allure than the enigmatic sands of
Egypt, the glamour of Paris, and the nystery of the Far East conbi ned.

W nki ng at each of his daughters, reciting again, "Wll, now
Thanksgiving is safely past,"” he had for the nonent forgotten that
sonet hi ng di sturbing had happened earlier in his office and that the
sanctity of his hone had been vi ol at ed.

In the Blue Life Lounge, a woman brushes against the killer and slides
onto the bar stool beside him She is not as beautiful as the dancers,
but she is attractive enough for his purposes. Waring tan jeans and a
tight red T-shirt, she could be just another customer, but she is not.

He knows her type a discount Venus with the skills of a natural born
account ant .

They conduct a conversation by |eaning close to each other to be heard
above the band, and soon their heads are al nbst touching. Her nane is
Heat her, or so she says. She has winterm nt breath.

By the time the dancers retreat and the band takes a break, Heather has
decided he isn't a vice cop on stakeout, so she grows , bolder. She
knows what he wants, she has what he wants, and she | ets hi mknow t hat
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he is a buyer in a seller's market.

Heat her tells himthat across the highway fromthe Blue Life Lounge is a
motel where, if a girl is known to the nmanagenent, roons can be rented
by the hour. This is no surprise to him for there are laws of lust and
economnics as immutable as the | aws of nature.

She pulls on her |anbskin-lined jacket, and together they go out into
the chilly night, where her wintermnt breath turns to steamin the
crisp air. They cross the parking |ot and then the hi ghway,
hand-in-hand as if they are high school sweethearts.

Though she knows what he wants, she does not know what he needs any nore
than he does. Wen he gets what he wants, and when it does not quench
the hot need in him Heather will learn the pattern of enption that is
now so famliar to him need fosters frustration, frustration grows into
anger, anger |leads to hatred, hatred genera The sky is a massive slab of
crystal-clear ice. The trees stand |eafless and sere at the end of
barren Novenber. The wind makes a cold, nournful sound as it sweeps off
the vast surrounding prairie, through the city. And violence sonetines
soot hes.

Later, having spent hinself in Heather nore than once, no longer in the
urgent grip of lust, he finds the shabbiness of the notel roomto be an
intol erabl e rem nder of the shallow, grubby nature of his existence.

H's immedi ate desire is sated, but his desire for nore of alife, for
direction and neani ng, is undi m nished.

The naked young wonman, on top of whomhe still lies, seens ugly now,
even disgusting. The nenory of intimacy with her repels him She can't
or won't give himwhat he needs. Living on the edge of society, selling
her body, she is an outcast herself, and therefore an infuriating synbol
of his own alienation

She is taken by surprise when he punches her in the face. The blowis
hard enough to stun her. As Heather goes |linp, nearly unconscious, he
slips both hands around her throat and chokes her with all the force of
whi ch he is capabl e.

The struggle is quiet. The blow, followed by extrene pressure on her
wi ndpi pe and di m ni shnent of the blood supply to her brain through the
carotid arteries, renders her incapable of resistance.

He is concerned about draw ng the unwanted attention of other notel
guests. But a mninmumof noise is also inportant because qui et nurder
is nore personal, nore intimate, nore deeply satisfying.

So quietly does she succunb that he is rem nded of nature filnms in which
certain spiders and mantises kill their mates subsequent to a first and
final act of intercourse, always w thout a sound fromeither assail ant
or victim Heather's death is marked by a cold and solem ritual equa
to the stylized savagery of those insects.

M nutes later, after showering and dressing, he crosses the highway from
the motel to the Blue Life Lounge and gets in his rental car.

He has business to conduct. He was not sent to Kansas City to nurder a
whore naned Heather. She was nerely a diversion. Qher victins await
him and now he is sufficiently relaxed and focused to deal with them

In Marty's office, by the party-colored light of the stained-glass |anp,
Pai ge stood beside the desk, staring at the small tape recorder,
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listening to her husband chant two unsettling words in a voice that
ranged froma nel ancholy whisper to a | ow snarl of rage

After less than two minutes, she couldn't tolerate it any | onger

Hi s voice was simnultaneously fam liar and strange, which nade it far
worse than if she'd been unable to recognize it at all

She switched of f the recorder

Real i zing she was still holding the glass of red wine in her right hand,
she took too large a swallow. It was a good California cabernet that
merited | eisurely sipping, but suddenly she was nore interested inits
effect than its taste.

St andi ng across the desk fromher, Marty said, "There's at |east five

more mnutes of the same thing. Seven minutes in all. After it
happened, before you and the girls came home, | did sone research."”
He gestured toward the bookshelves that lined one wall. "In ny nedica

ref erences. "

Pai ge did not want to hear what he was going to tell her. The
possibility of serious illness was unthinkable. [|f anything happened to
Marty, the world would be a far darker and | ess interesting place.

She was not sure that she could deal with the loss of him She realized
her attitude was peculiar, considering that she was a child psychol ogi st
who, in her private practice and during the hours she donated to

chil d-wel fare groups, had counsel ed dozens of children about how to
conquer grief and go on after the death of a | oved one.

Comi ng around the desk toward her, his own wine glass already enpty,
Marty said, "A fugue can be synptomatic of several things.

Earl y-stage Al zheinmer's di sease, for instance, but | believe we can rule
that out. |If I've got Alzheiner's at thirty-three, |'d probably be the
youngest case on record by about a decade."

He put his glass on the desk and went to the window to stare out at the
ni ght between the slats of the plantation shutters.

Pai ge was struck by how vul nerabl e he suddenly appeared. Six feet tall
a hundred and ei ghty pounds, with his easy-going manner and limtless
enthusiasmfor life, Marty had al ways before struck her as being nore
solid and permanent than anything in the world, oceans and nountains

i ncluded. Now he seened as fragile as a pane of gl ass.

Wth his back toward her, still studying the night, he said, "O it
m ght have been an indication of a small stroke."

"Though according to the references | checked, the nobst |ikely cause is
a brain tunor."

She raised her glass. It was enpty. She could not renenber having
finished the wine. A little fugue of her own.

She set the glass on the desk. Beside the hateful cassette recorder.
Then she went to Marty and put a hand on his shoul der

Wien he turned to her, she kissed himlightly, quickly. She laid her
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head agai nst his chest and hugged him and he put his arns around her

Because of Marty, she had | earned that hugs were as essential to a
healthy life as were food, water, sleep

Earlier, when she had caught him systematically checki ng wi ndow | ocks,
she'd insisted, with only a scowm and a single word-"Well?"-- insisted
on hearing about his one bad nmonment in an ot herw se fine day.

She | ooked up and nmet his eyes at last, still enbracing him and said,
"I't mght be nothing."

"I't's sonething.”

"But | mean, nothing physical."

He smled ruefully. "It's so conforting to have a psychol ogist in the
house. "
"Well, it could be psychol ogical."

"Somehow, it doesn't help that maybe |'mjust crazy."
"Not crazy. Stressed."

"Ah, yes, stress. The twentieth-century excuse, the favorite of

gol dbrickers filing fake disability clains, politicians trying to
explain why they were drunk in a notel with naked teenage girls--" She
let go of him turned away, angry. She wasn't upset with Marty,
exactly, but with God or fate or whatever force had suddenly brought
turbulent currents into their smoothly flowing |lives.

She started toward the desk to get her glass of wi ne before she
renenbered she had already drunk it. She turned to Marty again.

"All right . . . except when Charlotte was so sick that time, you've
al ways been about as stressed out as a clam But maybe you're just a
secret worrier. And lately, you've had a | ot of pressures."

"I have?" he asked, raising his eyebrows.
"The deadline on this book is tighter than usual."
"But |I've still got three nonths, and | think I'll need one."

"Al'l the new career expectations--your publisher and agent and everyone
in the business watching you in a different way now. "

The paperback reprints of his two nost recent novels had placed on the
New York Times bestseller list, each for eight weeks. He had not yet
enj oyed a hardcover bestseller, but that new | evel of success seened
iminent with the rel ease of his new novel in January.

The sudden sales growh was exciting but also daunting. Though Marty
want ed a | arger audi ence, he also was determ ned not to tailor his
witing to have wi der appeal and thereby | ose what nade his books fresh
He knew he was in danger of unconsciously nodifying his work, so lately
he was being unusually hard on hinmsel f, even though he had al ways been
hi s own toughest critic and had al ways revi sed each page of a story as
many as twenty and thirty tines.

"Then there's People magazi ne," she said.

"That's not stressful. It's over and done with."
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A witer for People had cone to the house a few weeks ago, and a
phot ogr apher foll owed two days later for a ten-hour shoot. Marty being
Marty, he liked themand they liked him although first he had
desperately resisted his publisher's entreaties to do the piece.

Gven his friendly relationship with the People people, he had no reason
to think the article would be negative, but even favorable publicity
usual Iy made himfeel cheap and grasping. To him the books were what
mattered, not the person who wote them and he did not want to be, as
he put it, "the Madonna of the nystery novel, posing nude in a library
with a snake in ny teeth to hype sales.”

"I't's not over and done with," Paige disagreed. The issue with the
article about Marty would not hit the newsstands until Mnday. "I know
you' re dreading it."

He sighed. "I don't want to be"
"Madonna with a snake in your teeth.

I know, baby. What |'msaying is, you re nore stressed about the
magazi ne than you realize."

"Stressed enough to black out for seven m nutes?"
"Sure. Wiy not? |'Il bet that's what the doctor will say."
Marty | ooked skepti cal

Pai ge moved into his arns again. "Everything' s been going so well for
us lately, almost too well. There's a tendency to get alittle
superstitious about it. But we worked hard, we earned all of this

Not hing's going to go wong. You hear ne?"

"l hear you," he said, holding her close.

"Nothing's going to go wong," she repeated. "Nothing."
After m dnight.

The nei ghbor hood boasts big lots, and the | arge houses are set far back
fromthe front property lines. Huge trees, so ancient they seem al nost
to have acquired nascent intelligence, stand sentinel along the streets,
wat chi ng over the prosperous residents, autum stripped black |inbs
bristling Iike high-tech antennae, gathering information beyond the
brick and stone walls.

The killer parks around the corner fromthe house in which his work
awaits. He walks the rest of the way, softly hunmm ng a cheery tune of
his own creation, acting as if he has trod these sidewal ks ten thousand
times before.

Furtive behavior is always noticed and, when noticed, inevitably raises
an alarm On the other hand, a man acting boldly and directly is viewed
as honest and harnless, is not remarked upon, and is |ater forgotten

al t oget her.

A cold northwest breeze
A noonl ess sky.

A suspicious ow nonotonously repeats his single question
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The house is Georgian, brick with white colums. The property is
encircled by a spear-point iron fence.

The driveway gate stands open and appears to have been left in that
position for many years. The pace and peaceful quality of life in
Kansas City cannot | ong sustain paranoia.

As if he owns the place, he follows the circular driveway to the portico
at the main entrance, clinbs the steps, and pauses at the front door to
unzip a small breast pocket in his |eather jacket. Fromthe pocket he
extracts a key.

Until this nmonent, he was not aware that he was carrying it. He doesn't
know who gave it to him but at once he knows its purpose.

Thi s has happened to hi m before.
The key fits the dead-bolt | ock.

He opens the door on a dark foyer, steps across the threshold into the
war m house, and wi thdraws the key fromthe | ock. He closes the door
softly behind him

After putting the key away, he turns to a lighted al arm system
programm ng board next to the door. He has sixty seconds fromthe
monent he opened the door to punch in the correct code to disarmthe
system otherw se, police will be summpned. He renenbers the six-digit
di sarm ng sequence just when it's required, punches it in.

He withdraws another itemfromhis jacket, this tine froma deep inside
pocket, a pair of extrenely conpact night-vision goggles of a type
manuf actured for the military and unavail able for purchase by private
citizens. They anplify even the neager available light so efficiently,
by a factor of ten thousand, that he is able to nove through dark roons
as confidently as if all of the lanps were lit.

Ascendi ng the stairs, he renmoves the Heckler & Koch P7 fromthe oversize
shoul der hol ster under his jacket. The extended magazi ne contains
ei ghteen cartridges.

A silencer is tucked into a snmaller sleeve of the holster. He frees it,
and then quietly screws it onto the nuzzle of the pistol. It wll
guarantee eight to twelve relatively quiet shots, but it wll
deteriorate too fast to allow himto expend the entire nmagazi ne wit hout
waki ng others in the house and nei ghbor hood.

Ei ght shots should be nore than he needs.

The house is large, and ten roonms open off the T-shaped secondfl oor
hal I, but he does not have to search for his targets. He is as famliar
with this floor plan as with the street [ayout of the city.

Thr ough the goggl es, everything has a greenish cast, and white objects
seemto glow with a ghostly inner light. He feels as if heis in a
science-fiction novie, an intrepid hero exploring another dinmension or
an alternate earth that is identical to ours in all but a few crucial
respects.

He eases open the naster-bedroom door, enters. He approaches the
ki ng-size bed with its el aborate Georgi an headboard.

Two peopl e are asleep under the gl owi ng greeni sh bl ankets, a nan and
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woman in their forties. The husband Iies on his back, snoring. His
face is easily identifiable as that of the primary target. The wife is
on her side, face half buried in her pillow, but the killer can see
enough to ascertain that she is the secondary target.

He puts the muzzle of the P7 against the husband' s throat.

The cold steel wakes the man, and his eyes pop open as if they have the
counter-bal anced lids of a doll's eyes.

The killer pulls the trigger, blowing out the man's throat, raises the
nmuzzl e, and fires two rounds pointblank in his face. The gunfire sounds
like the soft spitting of a cobra.

He wal ks around t he bed, maki ng no sound on the plush carpet.

Two bullets in the wife's exposed |left tenple conplete his assignnent,
and she never wakes at all.

For a while he stands by the bed, enjoying the inconparabl e tenderness
of the nonent. Being present at a death is to share one of the npst
inti mate experiences anyone will ever know in this world.

After all, no one except treasured fam |y nenbers and bel oved friends
are wel cone at a deathbed, to witness a dying person's final breath.

Therefore, the killer is able to rise above his gray and mi serabl e

exi stence only in the act of execution, for then he has the honor of
sharing that nost profound of all experiences, nore sol enm and
significant than birth. 1n those precious nmagi c nonents when his
targets perish, he establishes relationships, neaningful bonds with

ot her human bei ngs, connections that briefly banish his alienation and
make him feel included, needed, |oved.

Al t hough these victins are always strangers to him-and in this case, he
does not even know their names--the experience can be so poignant that
tears fill his eyes. Tonight he manages to remain in conplete contro

of hinsel f.

Reluctant to let the brief connection end, he places one hand tenderly
agai nst the woman's |l eft cheek, which is unsoiled by bl ood and stil

pl easantly warm He wal ks around the bed again and gives the dead man's
shoul der a gentle squeeze, as if to say, Goodbye, old riend, goodbye.

He wonders who they were. And why they had to die.
Goodbye.

Down he goes through the ghostly green house full of green shadows and
radiant green forns. In the foyer he pauses to unscrew the silencer
fromthe weapon and to hol ster both pieces.

He renoves the goggles with dismay. Wthout the lenses, he is
transported fromthat magical alternate earth, where for a brief while
he felt a kinship with other human beings, to this world in which he
strives so hard to belong but remains forever a man apart.

Exiting the house, he closes the door but doesn't bother locking it.

He doesn't wi pe off the brass knob, for he isn't concerned about | eaving
fingerprints.

The col d breeze soughs and whi stles through the portico.
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Wth rathke scraping and rustling, crisp dead |eaves scurry in packs
al ong the driveway.

The sentinel trees now seemto be asleep at their posts. The killer
senses that no one watches himfrom any of the blank bl ack wi ndows al ong
the street. And even the interrogatory voice of the ow is silenced.

Still nmoved by what he has shared, he does not humhis little nonsense
tune on the return trip to the car

By the time he drives to the nmotor hotel where he is staying, he feels
once nore the weight of the oppressive apartheid in which he exists.

Separate. Shunned. A solitary nman.

In his roomhe slips off the shoul der holster and puts it on the
ni ghtstand. The pistol is still in the clasp of that nylon-1lined
| eather sleeve. He stares at the weapon for a while.

In the bathroom he takes a pair of scissors fromhis shaving kit, closes
the lid on the toilet, sits in the harsh fluorescent glare, and

meticul ously destroys the two bogus credit cards that he has used thus
far on the assignment. He will fly out of Kansas City in the norning,
enpl oyi ng yet anot her nane, and on the drive to the airport he wll
scatter the tiny fragments of the cards along a few mles of highway.

He returns to the nightstand.
Stares at the pistol

After leaving the dead bodies at the job site, he should have broken the
weapon down into as many pi eces as possible. He should have di sposed of
its parts in widely separated |ocations, the barrel in a stormdrain
perhaps, half the frame in a creek, the other half in a Dunpster .
until nothing was left. That is standard procedure, and he is at a | oss
to understand why he disregarded it this tinme.

A lowgrade guilt attends this deviation fromroutine, but he is not
going to go out again and di spose of the weapon. |In addition to the
guilt, he feels . . . rebellious.

He undresses and lies down. He turns off the bedside |lanp and stares at
the | ayered shadows on the ceiling.

He is not sleepy. Hs mndis restless, and his thoughts junp from
subj ect to subject with such unnerving rapidity that his hyperactive
mental state soon translates into physical agitation. He fidgets,
pul ling at the sheets, readjusting blankets, pillows.

Qut on the interstate highway, large trucks roll ceaselessly toward far
destinations. The singing of their tires, the grunble of their engines,
and t he whoosh of the air displaced by their passage form a background
white noise that is usually soothing. He has often been lulled to sleep
by this Gypsy mnmusic of the open road.

Toni ght, however, a strange thing happens. For reasons he can't
understand, this fam liar nosaic of sound isn't a lullaby but a siren
song. He cannot resist it.

He gets out of bed and crosses the dark roomto the only wi ndow. He has
an obscure night view of a weedy hillside and above it a slab of
sky--like the hal ves of an abstract painting. Atop the slope,
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separating sky and hill, the sturdy pickets of a highway guardrail are
flickeringly illum nated by passing headlights.

He stares up, half in a trance, straining for glinpses of the westbound
vehi cl es.

Usual | y nel ancholy, the highway cantata is now enticing, calling him
maki ng a nysterious proni se which he does not understand but which he
feels conpelled to explore.

He dresses, and packs his cl ot hes.
Qut side, the motor courtyard and wal kways are deserted

Faced toward the roons, cars wait for norning travel. 1In a nearby
vendi ng- machi ne al cove, a soft-drink dispenser clicks-clinks as if
conducting repairs upon itself. The killer feels as if he is the only
living creature in a world now run by--and for the benefit of-nmachines.

Monents later, he is on Interstate 70, heading toward Topeka, the pistol
on the seat beside himbut covered with a notel towel.

Sonet hi ng west of Kansas City calls him He doesn't know what it is,
but he feels inexorably drawn westward in the way that iron is pulled
toward a magnet.

Strange as it might be, none of this alarns him and he accedes to this
conmpulsion to drive west. After all, for as long as he can renenber, he
has gone places wi thout know ng the purpose of his trip until he has
reached his destination, and he has killed people with no clue as to why
they have to die or for whomthe killing is done.

He is certain, however, that this sudden departure fromKansas City is
not expected of him He is supposed to stay at the notel until norning
and catch an early flight out to . . . Seattle

Perhaps in Seattle he would have received instructions fromthe bosses
he cannot recall. But he will never know what night have happened
because Seattle is now stricken fromhis itinerary.

He wonders how nuch tinme will pass before his superiors-whatever their
nanes and identities--will realize that he has gone renegade. Wen wll
they start looking for him and howw Il they ever find himif he is no
| onger operating within his progranf

At two o'clock in the morning, traffic is light on Interstate 70, nostly
trucks, and he speeds across Kansas in advance of sone of the big rigs
and in the blustery wakes of others, renenbering a novie about Dorothy
and her dog Toto and a tornado that plucked themout of that flat

farm and and dropped themin a far stranger place.

Wth both Kansas City, Mssouri, and Kansas City, Kansas, behind him
the killer realizes he's muttering to hinself, "I need, | need." This
time he feels close to a revelation that will identify the precise
nature of his |onging.

"I need. . . tobe. . . |l needtobe. . . | needto be

As the suburbs and finally the dark prairie flash past on both sides,
excitenent builds steadily in him He trenbles on the brink of an
i nsight that, he senses, will change his life.

"l need to be . . . to be . . . | need to be soneone." At once, he
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under st ands the neani ng of what he has said. By "to be soneone," he
does not nean what another nman might intend to say with those sane three
wor ds, he does not nean that he needs to be someone famous or rich or

i nportant. Just soneone. Sonmeone with a real name. Just an ordinary
Joe, as they used to say in the novies of the forties.

Soneone who has nore substance than a ghost.

The pull of the unknown | odestar in the west grows stronger by the nmle.
He | eans forward slightly, hunching over the steering wheel, peering
intently into the night.

Beyond the horizon, in a towm he can't yet envision, alife awaits him
a place to call honme. Fanily, friends. Sonewhere there are shoes into
whi ch he can step, a past he can wear confortably, purpose.

And a future in which he can be |ike other people accepted.
The car speeds westward, cleaving the night.

Hal f past m dnight, on his way to bed, Marty Stillwater stopped by the
girls' room eased open the door, and stepped silently across the
threshold. |In the butterscotch-yellow gl ow of the M ckey Muse
nightlight, he could see both of his daughters sl eeping peacefully.

Now and then he liked to watch themfor a few mnutes while they slept,

just to convince hinmself that they were real. He'd had nore than his
share of happi ness and prosperity and love, so it followed that sone of
his bl essings might prove transitory or even illusory, fate night

intervene to bal ance the scal es.

To the ancient Greeks, Fate was personified in the formof three
sisters, Cotho, who spun the thread of |ife, Lachesis, who neasured the
|l ength of the thread, and Atropos, snallest of the three but the nobst
powerful, who snipped the thread at her whim

Sonetinmes, to Marty, that seenmed a |logical way to | ook at things.

He coul d i magi ne the faces of those white-robed wonen in nore detai

than he could recall his own M ssion Viejo neighbors. ddotho had a kind
face with merry eyes, reniniscent of the actress Angela Lansbury, and
Lachesis was as cute as CGoldie Hawn but with a saintly aura.

Ri di cul ous, but that's how he saw them Atropos was a bitch, beautiful
but col d--pinched nouth, anthracite-black eyes.

The trick was to remain in the good graces of the first two sisters
wi thout drawing the attention of the third.

Five years ago, in the guise of a blood disorder, Atropos had descended
fromher celestial hone to take a whack at the thread of Charlotte's
life and, thankfully, had failed to cut it all the way through.

But this goddess answered to nany nanes besi des Atropos, cancer,
cerebral henorrhage, coronary thronbosis, fire, earthquake, poison
hom ci de, and countl ess others. Now perhaps she was paying them a
return visit under one of her many pseudonyns, with Marty as her target
i nstead of Charlotte.

Frequently, the vivid inmagination of a novelist was a curse.

A whirring-clicking noise suddenly arose fromthe shadows on Charlotte's
side of the room startling Marty. As |ow and nenacing as a
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rattl esnake's warning. Then he realized what it was, one half of the
gerbil's big cage was occupi ed by an exerci se wheel, and the restless
rodent was running furiously in place.

"Go to sleep, Wayne," he said softly.

He took one nore look at his girls, then stepped out of the room and
pul l ed the door shut quietly behind him

He reaches Topeka at three o'clock in the norning.

He is still drawn toward the western horizon as a mgrating creature
m ght be pulled relentlessly southward with the approach of w nter,
answering a call that is soundless, a beacon that can't be seen, as
though it is the trace of iron in his very blood that responds to the
unknown magnet.

Exiting the freeway on the outskirts of the city, he scouts for another
car.

Sonewhere there are people who know t he nanme John Larrington, the
identity under which he rented the Ford. When he does not show up in
Seattle for whatever job awaits him his strange and facel ess superiors
wi Il no doubt cone |ooking for him He suspects they have substantia
resources and influence, he must shed every connection with his past and
| eave the hunters with no means of tracking him

He parks the rental Ford in a residential neighborhood and wal ks three
bl ocks, trying the doors of the cars at the curb. Only half are | ocked.
He is prepared to hot-wire a car if it cones to that, but in a blue
Honda he finds the keys tucked behind the sun visor.

After driving back to the Ford and transferring his suitcases and the
pistol to the Honda, he cruises in ever-widening circles, searching for
a twenty-four-hour-a-day conveni ence store.

He has no map of Topeka in his head because no one expected himto go
there. Unnerved to see street signs on which all of the nanes are
unfamiliar, he has no know edge of where any route will |ead.

He feels nore of an outcast than ever.

Wthin fifteen mnutes he |locates a conveni ence store and nearly enpties
the shelves of SlimJins, cheese crackers, peanuts, mniature doughnuts,
and other food that will be easy to eat while driving.

He is already starved. |If he is going to be on the road for as much as
anot her two days--assunming he night be drawn all the way to the
coast--he will need considerable supplies. He does not want to waste
time in restaurants, yet his accelerated netabolismrequires himto eat
| arger neals and nore frequently than other people eat.

After adding three six-packs of Pepsi to his purchase, he goes to the
checkout counter, where the sole clerk says, "You nust be having an
all-night party or something.”

"Yeah."

When he pays the bill, he realizes the three hundred bucks in his

wal | et--the anobunt of cash he always has with himon a job--will not
take himfar. He can no |onger use the phony credit cards, of which he
still has two, because soneone will surely be able to track himthrough
his purchases. He will need to pay cash from now on
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He takes the three | arge bags of supplies to the Honda and returns to
the store with the Heckler & Koch P7. He shoots the clerk once in the
head and enpties the register, but all he gets is his own noney back
plus fifty dollars. Better than nothing.

At an Arco service station, he fills the tank of the Honda w th gasoline
and buys a map of the United States.

Parked at the edge of the Arco |ot, under a sodi umvapor |ight that
colors everything sickly yellow, he eats SlimJins. He's ravenous.

By the time he switches from sausages to doughnuts, he begins to study
the map. He could continue westward on Interstate 70--or instead head
sout hwest on the Kansas Turnpi ke to Wchita, keep going to Okl ahoma
City, and then turn directly west again on Interstate 40.

He is not accustoned to having choices. He usually does what he is
programmed to do. Now, faced with alternatives, he finds

deci si on- naki ng unexpectedly difficult. He sits irresolute,

i ncreasingly nervous, in danger of being paralyzed by indecision

At last he gets out of the Honda and stands in the cool night air,
seeki ng gui dance.

The wind vibrates the tel ephone wires overhead--a haunting sound, as
thin and bl eak as the frightened crying of dead children wandering in a
dar k Beyond.

He turns westward as inexorably as a conpass needl e seeks magnetic
north. The attraction feels psychic, as if a presence out there calls
to him but the connection is | ess sophisticated than that, nore

bi ol ogical, reverberating in his bl ood and marrow.

Behi nd the wheel of the car again, he finds the Kansas Turnpi ke and
heads toward Wchita. He is still not sleepy. If he has to, he can go
two or even three nights wthout sleep and | ose none of his nental or
physi cal edge, which is only one of his special strengths. He is so
excited by the prospect of being soneone that he might drive nonstop
until he finds his destiny.

Pai ge knew that Marty half expected to be stricken by another bl ackout,
this time in public, so she admred his ability to maintain a carefree
facade. He seened as |lighthearted as the kids.

Fromthe girls' point of view, Sunday was a perfect day.

Lat e-norni ng, Paige and Marty took themto the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in
Dana Point for the Thanksgi vi ng-weekend brunch. It was a place they
went only on special occasions.

As always, Emily and Charlotte were enchanted by the lushly | andscaped
grounds, beautiful public roonms, and inpeccable staff in crisp uniforns.
In their best dresses, with ribbons in their hair, the girls had great
fun playing at being cultured young | adi es--al nost as nuch fun as

rai ding the dessert buffet tw ce each.

In the afternoon, because it was unseasonably warm they changed cl ot hes
and visited Irvine Park. They wal ked the picturesque trails, fed the
ducks in the pond, and toured the snall zoo.

Charlotte | oved the zoo because the animals were, |ike her nenagerie at
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horme, kept in enclosures where they were safe from harm

There were no exotic specinmens--all the aninmals were indigenous to the
region--but in her typical exuberance, Charlotte found each to be the
most interesting and cutest creature she had ever seen

Emily got into a staring contest with a wolf. Large, anber-eyed, with a
| ustrous silver-gray coat, the predator net and intensely held the
girl's gaze fromhis side of a chain-link fence

"If you look away first," Emly calmy and sonberly informed them "then
a wolf will just eat you all up."

The confrontati on went on so |long that Pai ge became uneasy in spite of
the sturdy fence. Then the wolf |owered his head, sniffed the ground,
yawned el aborately to show he had not been intimdated but had nerely
| ost interest, and sauntered away.

"If he couldn't get the three little pigs with all his huffing and
puffing," Emly said, "then | knew he couldn't get ne, 'cause |I'm
smarter than pigs."

She was referring to the Disney cartoon, the only version of the fairy
tale with which she was faniliar.

Pai ge resol ved never to let her read the Brothers Gimm version, which
was about seven little goats instead of three pigs. The wolf swall owed
six of them whole. They were saved fromdigestion at the |ast mnute
when their nother cut open the wolf's belly to pull themfromhis

st eani ng i nnards.

Pai ge gl anced back at the wolf as they wal ked away. |t was watching
Em |y again.

Sunday is a full day for the killer.

In Wchita, just before dawn, he gets off the turnpike. In another
resi dential nei ghborhood rather |ike the one in Topeka, he swaps the
|icense plates on the Honda for those on a Chevy, nmaking his stolen
vehicle nmore difficult to | ocate.

Shortly after nine Sunday norning he arrives in Oklahoma City, Cklahomns,
where he stops |long enough to fill the tank with gasoline.

A shopping mall is across the road fromthe service station. |n one
corner of the huge deserted parking | ot stands an unmanned Goodwi ||
I ndustries collection box, as |large as a garden shed.

After tanking up, he leaves his suitcases and their contents with
Goodwi | | .

He keeps only the clothes he's wearing and the pistol

During the night, on the highway, he had time to think about his
pecul i ar exi stence and to wonder if he mght be carrying a conpact
transmitter that would help his superiors locate him Perhaps they
anticipated that one day he woul d go renegade on them

He knows that a noderately powerful transmitter, operating off a tiny
battery, can be hidden in an extrenely small space. Such as the walls
of a suitcase.

As he turns directly west on Interstate 40, a coal -dark sludge of clouds
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seeps across the sky. Forty mnutes later, when the rain cones, it is
molten silver, and it instantly washes all of the color out of the vast
enpty land that flanks the highway. The world is twenty, forty, a
hundred shades of gray, w thout even lightning to relieve the oppressive
dreari ness.

The nonochromati c | andscape provides no distraction, so he has tine to
worry further about the faceless hunters who night be cl ose behind him

Is it paranoid to wonder if a transmitter could be woven into his
clothing? He doubts it could be concealed in the material of his pants,
shirt, sweater, underwear, or socks w thout being detectable by its very
wei ght or upon casual inspection

Wi ch | eaves his shoes and | eather jacket.

He rules out the pistol. They wouldn't build anything into the P7 that
mght interfere with its function. Besides, he was expected to discard
it soon after the nurders for which it was provided

Hal f way between Okl ahoma City and Amarill o, east of the Texas border, he
pulls off the interstate into a rest area, where ten cars, two big
trucks, and two notorhomes have taken refuge fromthe storm

In a surroundi ng grove of evergreens, the boughs of the trees droop as
if sodden with rain, and they appear charcoal gray instead of green

The | arge pi necones are tunorous and strange.

A squat bl ock buil ding houses restroons. He hurries through the cold
downpour to the nmen's facilities.

While the killer is at the first of three urinals, rain drummng |oudly
on the nmetal roof and the humd air heavy with the Iiny snell of danp
concrete, a man in his early sixties enters. At a glance, thick white
hair, deeply seamed face, bul bous nose patterned with broken
capillaries. He goes to the third of the urinals.

"Some storm huh?" the stranger says.

"Areal rat drowner,'
novi e.

the killer answers, having heard that phrase in a

"Hope it bl ows over soon."
The killer notices that the older man is about his height and build.
As he zips up his pants, he says, "Were you headed?"

"Ri ght now, Las Vegas, but then sonmewhere el se and sonewhere el se after
that. M and the wife, we're retired, we pretty nmuch live in that
nmot or hone. Al ways wanted to see the country, and we sure in blue blazes
are seeing it now Nothing like |Iife on the road, new sights every day,
pure freedom™

"Sounds great."

At the sink, washing his hands, the killer stalls, wondering if he dares
take the jabbering old fool right now, jamthe body in a toilet stall.
But with all the people in the parking |ot, sonmebody might walk in
unexpect edl y.

Closing his fly, the stranger says, "Only problemis, Frannie that's ny
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wi fe--she hates for nme to drive in the rain. Anything nore than the
tiniest drizzle, she wants to pull over and wait it out."

He sighs. "This won't be a day we nmaeke a lot of mles."

The killer dries his hands under a hot-air nachine. "Well, Vegas isn't
goi ng anywhere."

"True. Even when the good Lord conmes on Judgnent Day, there'll be
bl ackj ack tabl es open.”

"Hope you break the bank," the killer says, and | eaves as the ol der man
goes to the sink.

In the Honda again, wet and shivering, he starts the engine and turns on
the heater. But he doesn't put the car in gear

Three notorhonmes are parked in the deep spaces al ong the curb.
A mnute later, Frannie's husband cones out of the nmen's room

Through the rippling rain on the windshield, the killer watches the
white-haired man sprint to a large silver-and-blue Road King, which he
enters through the driver's door at the front. Painted on the door is
the outline of a heart, and in the heart are two nanes in fancy script,
Jack and Franni e.

Luck is not with Jack, the Vegas-bound retiree. The Road King is only
four spaces away fromthe Honda, and this proxinmty makes it easier for
the killer to do what must be done

The sky is purging itself of an entire ocean. The water falls straight
down t hrough the w ndl ess day, continuously shattering the mrrorlike
puddl es on the bl acktop, gushing along the gutters in seem ngly endl ess
torrents.

Cars and trucks come in off the highway, park for a while, |eave, and
are replaced by new vehicles that pull in between the Honda and t he Road
Ki ng.

He is patient. Patience is part of his training.

The engine of the notorhone is idling. Crystallized exhaust plunes rise
fromthe twin tail pipes. Warm anber |light glows at the curtained
wi ndows al ong the side.

He envies their confortable home on wheels, which | ooks cozier than any
hone he can yet hope to have. He also envies their |ong marriage.

What would it be like to have a wife? How wuld it feel to be a bel oved
husband?

After forty minutes, the rain still isn't easing off, but a flock of
cars leaves. The Honda is the only vehicle parked on the driver's side
of the Road King.

Taking the pistol, he gets out of the car and wal ks quickly to the
not or hone, wat ching the side windows in case Frannie or Jack parts the
curtains and peers out at this nobst inopportune nonent.

He gl ances toward the restrooms. No one in sight.

Perf ect.
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He grips the cold chrome door handle. The lock isn't engaged.
He scranbles inside, up the steps, and | ooks over the driver's seat.

The kitchen is i mediately behind the open cab, a dining nook beyond the
kitchen, then the living room Frannie and Jack are in the nook,
eating, the woman with her back toward the killer

Jack sees himfirst, starts sinmultaneously to rise and slide out of the
narrow booth, and Franni e | ooks back over her shoul der, nore curious
than alarned. The first two rounds take Jack in the chest and throat.

He col |l apses over the table. Spattered with blood, Frannie opens her
mouth to scream but the third holl ow point round drastically reshapes
her skull.

The silencer is attached to the nuzzle, but it isn't effective any nore.
The baffl es have been conpressed. The sound acconpanyi ng each shot is
only slightly quieter than regular gunfire.

The killer pulls the driver's door shut behind him He |ooks out at the
sidewal k, the rainswept picnic area, the restroons. No one in sight.

He clinmbs over the gear-shift console, into the passenger's seat, and
peers out the front wi ndow on that side. Only four other vehicles share
the parking lot. The nearest is a Mack truck, and the driver nmust be in
the men's room because no one is in the cab

It's unlikely that anyone could have heard the shots. The roar of the
rain provides ideal cover.

He swivels the command chair around, gets up, and wal ks back through the
nmot or hone. He stops at the dead couple, touches Jack's back .

then Frannie's left hand, which lies on the table in a puddl e of blood
besi de her lunch plate.

"Goodbye, " he says softly, wishing he could take nore tine to share this
special nmonent with them

Having come this far, however, he is nearly frantic to exchange his
clothes for those of Frannie's husband and get on the road again.

He has convinced hinmself that a transmitter is, indeed, concealed in the
rubber heels of his Rockport shoes, and that its signal is even now
| eadi ng danger ous people to him

Beyond the living roomis a bathroom a large closet cramed with
Frannie's clothes, and a bedroomwith a smaller closet filled with
Jack's wardrobe. In less than three minutes he strips naked and dresses
in new underwear, white athletic socks, jeans, a red-and brown-checkered
shirt, a pair of battered sneakers, and a brown | eather jacket to
replace his black one. The inseamof the pants is just right, the waist
is two inches too big, but he cinches it in with a belt.

The shoes are slightly | oose though wearable, and the shirt and jacket
fit perfectly.

He carries the Rockport shoes into the kitchen. To confirmhis

suspi cion, he takes a serrated bread knife froma drawer and saws off
several thin layers of the rubber heel on one shoe until he discovers a
shal | ow cavity packed tightly with electronics. A nminiaturized
transmtter is connected to a series of watch batteries that seens to
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extend all the way around the heel and perhaps the sole as well.
Not paranoid after all
They' re conmi ng.

Abandoni ng the shoes in a litter of rubber shavings on the kitchen
counter, he urgently searches Jack's body and takes the nobney out of the
old man's wallet. Sixty-two bucks. He searches for Frannie's purse,
finds it in the bedroom Forty-nine dollars.

When he | eaves the notorhone, the nottled gray-black sky is convex, bent
low with the weight of the thunderheads. Rain by the negaton batters
the earth.

Coils of fog serpentine anong the trunks of the pine trees and seemto
be reaching for himas he splashes to the Honda.

On the interstate again, speeding through the perpetual twlight beneath
the storm he turns the car heater to its highest setting and soon
crosses the state line into Texas, where the flat |and becones

i npossibly flatter. Having shed the |ast of the meager bel ongi ngs from
his old Iife, he feels |iberated. Soaked by the cold rain, he shivers
uncontrollably, but he is also trenbling with anticipation and

exci tenent.

Hi s destiny lies somewhere to the west.
He peels the plastic wapper off a SlimJimand eats while he drives.

A subtle flavor, threaded through the primary taste of the cured neat,
remi nds himof the netallic odor of blood in the house in Kansas City,
where he left the nanel ess dead couple in their enornous Ceorgi an bed.

The killer pushes the Honda as fast as he dares on the rain-slick

hi ghway, prepared to kill any cop who pulls himover. Reaching
Amarillo, Texas, just after dusk on Sunday evening, he di scovers that
the Honda is virtually running on enpty. He pulls into a truckstop only
| ong enough to tank up, use the bathroom and buy nmore food to take with
hi m

After Amarillo, rocketing westward into the night, he passes W/I dorado,
with the New Mexico border ahead, and suddenly he realizes that he is
crossing the badlands, in the heart of the O d Wst, where so many
wonder ful novi es have been set. John Wayne and Montgonery dift in Red
Riler, Walter Brennan stealing scenes left and right. R o Bravo. And
Shane was set back there in Kansas-wasn't it. --Jack Pal ance bl owi ng
away Elisha Cook, Jr. decades before Dorothy took the tornado to Qz.

St agecoach, The Gunfighter, True Git, Destry Ri des Again, The

Unforgi 2en, High Plains Drifter, Yellow Sky, so many great novies, nhot
all of themset in Texas but at least in the spirit of Texas, with John
Wayne and G egory Peck and Jimmy Stewart and dint Eastwood, |egends,
myt hi cal places now nade real and waiting out there beyond the hi ghway,
obscured by rain and m st and darkness. It was al nobst possible to
believe that those stories were being played out right now, in the
frontier towns he was passing, and that he was Butch Cassidy or the
Sundance Kid or sonme other gunman of an earlier century, a killer but
not really a bad guy, msunderstood by society, forced to kill because
of what had been done to him a posse on his trai

Menories fromtheater screens and | ate-ni ght novies on TV-which
constitute by far the largest portion of the nenories he
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possesses--flood | ost so conpletely in those fantasies that he pays too
little attention to his driving. Gadually he becones aware that his
speed has fallen to forty miles an hour. Trucks and cars expl ode past
him the wind of their passage buffeting the Honda, splashing dirty

wat er across his windshield, their red taillights swiftly receding into
t he gl oom
Assuring hinself that his nysterious destiny will prove to be as great

as any that John Wayne pursued in films, he accel erates.

Enpty and hal f-enpty packages of food, crunpled and sneary and full of
crunbs, are heaped on the passenger seat. They cascade onto the floor,
under the dashboard, conpletely filling the | eg space on that side of

t he car.

Fromthe litter, he extracts a new box of doughnuts. To wash them down
he opens a warni sh Pepsi

Westward. Steadily westward.

An identity awaits him He is going to be soneone.

Later Sunday, at home, after huge bow s of popcorn and two vi deos, Paige
tucked the girls into bed, kissed them goodnight, and retreated to the

open doorway to watch Marty as he settled down for that nonent of the
day he most cherished. Story tine.

He continued with the poem about Santa's evil twin, and the girls were
instantly enraptured.

"Rei ndeer sweep down out of the night.
See how each is brimmng with fright?

Tossing their heads, rolling their eyes, these gentle animals are so
very wise they know this Santa isn't their friend, but an inposter and
far 'round the bend.

They woul d stanpede for all they're worth, dunp this nut off the edge of
the earth.

But Santa's bad brother carries a whip, a club, a harpoon, a gun at his
hi p, a bl ackjack, an Uzi--you better run!-and a terrible, horrible,
wi cked raygun.

"Raygun?" Charlotte said. "Then he's an alien!"

"Don't be silly," Emly adnoni shed her. "He's Santa's twin, so if he's
an alien, Santa is an alien too, which he isn't."

Wth the smug condescension of a nine-year-old who had | ong ago
di scovered Santa Claus wasn't real, Charlotte said, "Em you have a | ot
to |l earn. Daddy, what's the raygun do? Turn you to nush?"

"To stone,"” Emly said. She withdrew one hand from under the covers and
reveal ed the polished stone on which she had painted a pair of eyes.
"That's what happened to Peepers.™

"They | and on the roof, quiet and sneaky.
Oh, but this Santa is fearfully freaky.

He whi spers a warning to each reindeer, |eaning close to nake sure they
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hear, You have relatives back at the Pol e-antlered, gentle, quite
i nnocent soul s.

So if you fly away while I'minside, back to the Pole on a plane | will
ride.

I"l'l have a picnic in the mdnight sun, reindeer pie, pate, reindeer in
a bun, reindeer salad and hot reindeer soup, oh, all sorts of tasty
r ei ndeer goop."

"I hate this guy," Charlotte announced enphatically. She pulled her
covers up to her nose as she had done the previous evening, but she
wasn't genuinely frightened, just having a good tine pretending to be
spooked.

"This guy, he was just born bad,” Emly decided. "For sure, he couldn't
be this way just 'cause his nomy and daddy weren't as nice to himas
they shoul d've been."

Pai ge marveled at Marty's ability to strike the perfect note to elicit
the kids' total involvenent. |If he'd given her the poemto review
before he'd started reading it, Paige would have advised that it was a
little too strong and dark to appeal to young girls.

So nmuch for the question of which was superior--the insights of the
psychol ogi st or the instinct of the storyteller.

"At the chimey, he | ooks down the bricks, but that entrance is strictly
for hicks.

Wth all his tools, a way in can be found for a fat bearded burglar out
on the town.

Fromroof to yard to the kitchen door, he chuckles about what he has in
store for the lovely famly sl eeping within.

He grins one of his nobst nasty grins.

oh, what a creeh a scum and a |ouse.
He's breaking into the Stillwater house."
"Qur place!" Charlotte squeal ed.

"I knewl" Emly said.

Charlotte said, "You did not."

"Yes, | did."

"Did not."

"Did too. That's why |I'msleeping with Peepers, so he can protect ne
until after Christmas."

They insisted that their father read the whole thing fromthe begi nning,
all verses fromboth nights. As Marty began to oblige, Paige faded out
of the doorway and went downstairs to put away the | eftover popcorn and
straighten up the kitchen

The day had been perfect as far as the kids were concerned, and it had
been good for her as well. Marty had not suffered anot her episode,

whi ch all owed her to convince herself that the fugue had been a
singularity--frightening, inexplicable, but not an indication of a
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serious degenerative condition or disease.

Surely no man coul d keep pace with two such energetic children,
entertain them and prevent themfromgetting cranky for an entire busy
day unless he was in extraordinarily good health. Speaking as the other
hal f of the Fabulous Stillwater Parenting Machi ne, Paige was exhausted.

Curiously, after putting away the popcorn, she found herself checking
wi ndow and door | ocks.

Last night Marty had been unable to explain his own hei ghtened sense of
a need for security. H s trouble, after all, was internal

Pai ge figured it had been sinple psychol ogical transference. He had
been reluctant to dwell on the possibility of brain tunors and cerebra
henorr hages because those things were utterly beyond his control, so he
had turned outward to seek enem es agai nst which he m ght be able to
take concrete action.

On the other hand, perhaps he had been reacting on instinct to a rea
threat beyond consci ous perception. As one who incorporated sone
Jungi an theory into her personal and professional worldview Paige had
room for such concepts as the collective unconsci ous, synchronicity, and
intuition.

Standing at the French doors in the famly room staring across the
patio to the dark yard, she wondered what threat Marty m ght have sensed
out there in a world that, throughout her lifetine, had becone

i ncreasingly fraught wth danger.

His attention deviates fromthe road ahead only for quick glances at the
strange shapes that | oomout of the darkness and the rain on both sides
of the highway. Broken teeth of rock thrust fromthe sand and scree as
if a behenoth just beneath the earth is opening its nouth to swall ow
what ever hapl ess ani nal s happen to be on the surface.

Wdely spaced clusters of stunted trees struggle to stay alive in a
stark | and where storms are rare and drenchi ng downpours rarer still,
gnharl ed branches bristle out of the mist, as jagged and chitinous as the
spiky linbs of insects, briefly illum nated by headlights, thrashing in
the wind for an instant but then gone.

Al t hough the Honda has a radio, the killer does not switch it on because
he wants no distraction fromthe nysterious power which pulls him
westward and with which he seeks communion. Mle by dreary mle, the
magnetic attraction increases, and it is all that he cares about, he
could no nore turn away fromit than the earth could reverse its
rotation and bring tomorrow s sunrise in the west.

He | eaves the rain behind and eventual |y passes from under the ragged
clouds into a clear night with stars beyond counting. Along part of the
hori zon, |um nous peaks and ridges can be seen dimy, so distant they

m ght define the edge of the world, |ike alabaster ranparts protecting a
fairy-tale kingdom the walls of Shangri-la in which the light of |ast
month' s noon still glimers.

Into the vastness of the Southwest he goes, past necklaces of |ight that
are the desert towns of Tucuntari, Mntoya, Cuervo, and then across the
Pecos River.

Bet ween Amarill o and Al buquerque, when he stops for oil and gasoline, he
uses a service-station restroomreeking of insecticide, where two dead
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cockroaches lie in a corner. The yellow light and dirty mirror reveal a
reflection recogni zably his but somehow different. His blue eyes seem
darker and nore fierce than he has ever seen them and the lines of his
usual Iy open and friendly face have hardened.

"I'"mgoing to become someone,” he says to the mirror, and the man in the
mrror nouths the words in concert with him

At eleven-thirty Sunday ni ght, when he reaches Al buquerque, he fuels the
Honda at another truckstop and orders two cheeseburgers to go.

Then he is off on the next leg of his journey--three hundred and
twenty-five miles to Flagstaff, Arizona eating the sandw ches out of the
whi te paper bags in which they cane and into which drips fragrant

grease, onions, and mnustard.

This will be his second night without rest, yet he isn't sleepy. He is
bl essed with exceptional stamina. On other occasions he has gone
seventy-two hours w thout sleep, yet has renmained cl ear-headed.

From novi es he has watched on lonely nights in strange towns, he knows
that sleep is the one unconquerabl e eneny of soldiers desperate to win a
tough battle. O policenen on stakeout. O those who nust valiantly
stand guard agai nst vanpires until dawn brings the sun and sal vation

Hs ability to call a truce with sl eep whenever he wi shes is so unusua
that he shies away fromthinking about it. He senses there are things
about hinself that he is better off not knowing, and this is one of

t hem

Anot her | esson he has | earned frommnovies is that every man has secrets,
even those he keeps fromhinself. Therefore, secrets merely nake him
like all other nen. Wiich is precisely the condition he nost desires.
To be |ike other nen.

In the dream Marty stood in a cold and w ndswept place, in the grip of
terror. He was aware that he was on a plain as featureless and flat as
one of those vast valley floors out in the Mdjave Desert on the drive to
Las Vegas, but he couldn't actually see the | andscape because the
darkness was as deep as death. He knew sonething was rushing toward him
through the gl oom sonething inconceivably strange and hostile, immense
and deadly yet utterly silent, knewin his bones that it was com ng,

dear God, yet had no idea of the direction of its approach

Left, right, in front, behind, fromthe ground beneath his feet or from
out of the sabl e-black sky above, it was conming. He could feel it, an
obj ect of such col ossal size and wei ght that the atnobsphere was
conpressed in its path, the air thickening as the unknown danger drew
nearer. <dosing on himso rapidly, faster, faster, and nowhere to hide.
Then he heard Emily pleading for help sonewhere in the unrelenting

bl ackness, calling for her daddy, and Charlotte calling, too, but he
could not get a fix on them He ran one way, then another, but their
increasingly frantic voices always seemed to be behind him

The unknown threat was closer, closer, the girls frightened and cryi ng,
Pai ge shouting his nane in a voice so freighted with terror that Mrty
began to weep with frustration at his inability to find them oh dear
Jesus, and it was alnost on top of him the thing, whatever it was, as
unst oppabl e as a falling noon, worlds colliding, a weight beyond
measure, a force as primal as the one that had created the universe, as
destructive as the one that would sonmeday end it, Emly and Charlotte
scream ng, scream ng-Wst of the Painted Desert, outside Flagstaff,
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Arizona, shortly before five o' clock Monday norning, flurries of snow
swirl out of the predawn sky, and the cold air is a penetrating scal pe
that scrapes his bones. The brown | eather jacket that he took fromthe
dead man's closet in the notorhome | ess than sixteen hours ago in

&l ahorma is not heavy enough to keep himwarmin the early-norning
bitterness.

He shivers as he fills the tank of the Honda at a sel f-service punp.

On Interstate 40 again, he begins the three-hundred-fifty-mle trip to
Barstow, California. H s conpulsion to keep noving westward is so
irresistible that he is as helpless inits grip as an asteroid captured
by the earth's tremendous gravity and pulled inexorably toward a

catacl ysm c inpact.

Terror propelled himout of the dream of darkness and unknown nenace,
Marty Stillwater sat straight up in bed. His first waking breath was so
expl osive, he was sure he had awakened Pai ge, but she slept on

undi sturbed. He was chilled yet sheathed in sweat.

Gradual ly his heart stopped pounding so fearfully. Wth the gl ow ng
green nunerals on the digital clock, the red cable-box light on top of
the television, and the anmbient light at the wi ndows, the bedroom was
not nearly as black as the plain in his dream

But he could not lie down. The nightmare had been nore vivid and
unnerving than any he'd ever known. Sleep was beyond his reach

Slipping out fromunder the covers, he padded barefoot to the nearest
wi ndow. He studied the sky above the rooftops of the houses across the
street, as if sonmething in that dark vault would cal mhim

I nst ead, when he noticed the black sky was brightening to a deep

gray-blue along the eastern horizon, the approach of dawn filled him
with the sane irrational dread he had felt in his office on Saturday
afternoon. As color crept into the heavens, Marty began to trenble.

He tried to control hinself, but his shivering grew nore violent. It
was not daylight that he feared, but sonething the day was bringing with
it, an unnaneable threat. He could feel it reaching for him seeking

hi m -whi ch was crazy, damm it--and he shuddered so viol w ndowsill to

st eady hinsel f.

"What's wong with me?" he whispered desperately. "What's happening,
what's wong?"

Hour after hour, the speedometer needl e quivers between 90 and 100 on
the gauge. The steering wheel vibrates under his palns until his hands
ache. The Honda shimmies, rattles. The engine issues a thin unwavering
shri ek, unaccustoned to being pushed so hard.

Rust-red, bone-white, sulfur-yellow, the purple of desiccated veins, as
dry as ashes, as barren as Mars, pale sand with reptilian spines of
mottl ed rock, speckled with withered clunps of nmesquite, the crue
fastness of the Mjave Desert has a mmjestic barrenness.

Inevitably, the killer thinks of old novies about settlers noving west
in wagon trains. He realizes for the first tinme how nuch courage was
required to nake their journey in those rickety vehicles, trusting their
lives to the health and stami na of dray horses.

Movies. California. He is in California, honme of the novies.
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Move, nove, nove.

Fromtime to tinme, an involuntary newl i ng escapes him The sound is

i ke that of an animal dying of dehydration but within sight of a

wat ering hole, dragging itself toward the pool that offers salvation but
afraid it will perish before it can slake its burning thirst.

Pai ge and Charlotte were already in the garage, getting in the car,
when they both cried, "Emly, hurry up!"

As Emily turned away fromthe breakfast table and started toward the
open door that connected the kitchen to the garage, Marty caught her by
the shoul der and turned her to face him "Wit, wait, wait."

"Ch," she said, "I forgot," and puckered up for a snmooch
"That comes second,” he said.
"What's first?"

"This." He dropped to one knee, bringing hinmself to her level, and with
a paper towel he blotted away her m |k rnustache.

"Ch, gross," she said.

"It was cute.”

"More like Charlotte."

He raised his eyebrows. "Ch?"

"She's the messy one."

"Don't be unkind."

"She knows it, Daddy."

"Nevert hel ess. "

From t he garage, Paige called again.

Emly kissed him and he said, "Don't give your teacher any trouble."

"No nore than she gives ne," Em |y answered.

I mpul sively he pulled her against him hugged her fiercely, reluctant to
| et her go. The clean fragrance of Ivory soap and baby shanpoo breath.
He had never snelled anything sweeter, better. Her back was frightfully
smal | under the flat of his hand. She was so delicate, he could fee

the beat of her young heart both through her chest--which pressed

agai nst him-and t hrough her scapul a and spine, against which his hand
lay. He was overconme with the feeling that sonething terrible was going
to happen and that he woul d never see her again if he allowed her to

| eave the house.

He had to | et her go, of course--or explain his reluctance, which he
coul d not do.

Honey, see, the problemis, sonmething's wong in Daddy's head, and

keep getting these scary thoughts, like |'mgoing to | ose you and
Charlotte and Mommy. Now, | know nothing' s going to happen, not really,
because the problemis all in ny head, like a big tumor or sonething.
Can you spell "tunor"? Do you know what it is? WelIl, I'mgoing to see

a doctor and have it cut out, just cut out that bad old tunor, and then
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I won't be so frightened for no reason...
He dared say nothing of the sort. He would only scare her.
He ki ssed her soft, warm cheek and |l et her go.
At the door to the garage, she paused and | ooked back at him
"More poem tonight?"
"You bet."
She said, "Reindeer salad .

rei ndeer soup .

all sorts of tasty .
rei ndeer goop," Marty finished.
"You know what, Daddy?"

"Wat ?"

"You're soooo silly."

Gggling, Emly went into the garage. The ca-chunk of the door closing
behi nd her was the nost final sound Marty had ever heard.

He stared at the door, willing hinmself not to rush to it and jerk it
open and shout at themto get back into the house.

He heard the big garage door rolling up

The car engi ne turned over, chugged, caught, raced a little as Paige
punped the accel erator before shifting into reverse.

Marty hurried out of the kitchen, through the dining room into the
living room He went to one of the front wi ndows from which he could
see the driveway. The plantation shutters were folded away fromthe
wi ndow, so he stayed a couple of steps fromthe gl ass.

The white BMWN backed down the driveway, out of the shadow of the house
and into the | ate-Novenber sunshine. Enily was riding up front with her
nmot her, and Charlotte was in the rear seat.

As the car receded along the tree-lined street, Marty stepped so cl ose
to the living-roomw ndow that his forehead pressed against the coo
glass. He tried to keep his famly in view as long as possible, as if
they were certain to survive anything--even falling airplanes and

nucl ear blasts--if he just did not let themout of his sight.

His last glinpse of the BMWWwas through a sudden veil of hot tears that
he barely managed to repress.

Di sturbed by the intensity of his enptional reaction to his famly's
departure, he turned away fromthe w ndow and sai d savagely, "Wat the
hell's the matter with nme?"

After all, the girls were nerely going to school and Paige to her
of fice, where they went nore days than not. They were follow ng a
routine that had never been dangerous before, and he had no | ogica
reason to believe it was going to be dangerous today--or ever.
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He | ooked at his wistwatch. 7,48.

Hi s appointment with Dr. Guthridge was only slightly nore than five
hours away, but that seemed an interm nable | ength of tinme.

Anyt hi ng coul d happen in five hours.
Needl es to Ludl ow to Daggett.

Move, nove, nove.

9,04 Pacific Standard Tine.

Barstow. Dry bleached town in a hard dry land. Stagecoaches stopped
here long ago. Railroad yards. Waterless rivers. Cracked stucco,
peeling paint. Geen of trees faded by a perpetual |ayer of dust on the
| eaves. Modtels, fast-food restaurants, nore notels.

A service station. GGasoline. Men's room Candy bars. Two cans of
col d Coke.

Attendant too friendly. Chatty. Slowto nake change. Little pig eyes.
Fat cheeks. Hate him Shut up, shut up, shut up

Shoul d shoot him  Should blow his head off. Satisfying. Can't risk
it. Too many peopl e around.

On the road again. Interstate 15. Wst. Candy bars and Coke at eighty
mles an hour. Desolate plains. Hlls of sand, shale.

Vol cani ¢ rock. Many-arnmed Joshua trees standing senti nel

As a pilgrimto a holy place, as a lenming to the sea, as a conet on its
eternal course, westward, westward, trying to out-race the ocean-seeking
sun.

Marty owned five guns.

He was not a hunter or collector. He didn't shoot skeet or take target
practice for the fun of it. Unlike several people he knew, he hadn't
arnmed hinmsel f out of fear of social collapse though sonetines he saw
signs of it everywhere. He could not even say that he |iked guns, but
he recogni zed the need for themin a troubl ed worl d.

He had purchased the weapons one by one for research purposes. As a
mystery novelist, witing about cops and killers, he believed he had a
was not a gun hobbyist and had a finite amount of tine to research al
of the many backgrounds and subjects upon whi ch each novel touched,

m nor m stakes were inevitable now and then, but he felt nore
confortable witing about a weapon if he had fired it.

In his nightstand he kept an unl oaded Korth .38 revol ver and a box of
cartridges. The Korth was a handnmade weapon of the highest quality,
produced in Germany. After learning to use it for a novel titled The
Deadly Twilight, he had kept it for honme defense.

Several tinmes, he and Paige had taken the girls to an indoor shooting
range to witness target practice, instilling in thema deep respect for
the revolver. Wen Charlotte and Em |y were old enough, he would teach
themto use a gun, though one | ess powerful and with | ess recoil than
the Korth. Firearmaccidents virtually always resulted fromignorance

In Switzerland, where every male citizen was required to own a firearm
to defend the country in tinmes of trouble, gun instruction was universa
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and tragic accidents extrenely rare.

He renoved the .38 fromthe nightstand, |oaded it, and took it to the
garage, where he tucked it in the glove conpartnent of their second car,
a green Ford Taurus. He wanted it for protection to and fromhis
one-o' cl ock appointnent with Dr. CQuthridge

A Mossberg 12-gauge shotgun, a Colt M6 A2 rifle, and two pistols--a
Beretta Model 92 and a Smith & Wsson 5904--were stored in their
ori gi nal boxes inside a | ocked netal cabinet in one corner of the
garage. There were al so boxes of ammunition in every caliber required.

He unpacked each weapon, whi ch had been cl eaned and oil ed before being
put away, and |oaded it.

He put the Beretta in the kitchen, in an upper cabinet beside the stove,
in front of a pair of ceramic casserole dishes. The girls would not
happen upon it there before he called a fanily conference to explain the
reasons for his extraordinary precautions--if he could explain.

The ML6 went on an upper shelf in the foyer closet just inside the front
door. He put the Smith & Wesson in his office desk, in the second
drawer of the right-hand drawer bank, and slipped the Mdssberg under the
bed in the nmaster bedroom

Thr oughout his preparations, he worried that he was deranged, arm ng
hi nsel f against a threat that did not exist. Considering the

seven-m nute fugue he had experienced on Saturday, nessing around with
weapons was the | ast thing he should be doing.

He had no proof of inpending danger. He was operating sheerly on
instinct, a soldier ant nindlessly constructing fortifications.

Not hing i ke this had ever happened to himbefore. By nature he was a
thi nker, a planner, a brooder, and only last of all a man of action.

But this was a good of instinctual response, and he was swept away by
it.

Then, just as he finished hiding the shotgun in the nmaster bedroom
worries about his mental condition were abruptly outwei ghed by anot her
consi deration. The oppressive atnosphere of his recent dreamwas with

hi m again, the feeling that sonme terrible weight was bearing down on him
at a nmurderous speed. The air seened to thicken. It was al nost as bad
as in the nightmare. And getting worse

CGod hel p ne, he thought--and was not sure if he was asking for
protection from sonme unknown eneny or fromdark inpulses in hinself.

"l need . "
Dust devils. Dancing on the high desert.
Sunlight sparkling in broken bottles al ong the hi ghway.

Fastest thing on the road. Passing cars, trucks. The |andscape a blur
Scattered towns, all blurs.

Faster. Faster. As if being sucked into a black hole.
Past Victorville.

Past Apple Vall ey.
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Through the Cajon Pass at forty-two hundred feet above sea |evel.

Then descending. Past San Bernardino. Onto the Riverside Free
Ri versi de. Carona.

Through the Santa Ana Munt ai ns.
"l need to be . "

South. The Costa Mesa Freeway.

The City of Orange. Tustin. In the southern California suburban naze.
Such powerful magnetism pulling, pulling ruthlessly.

More than magnetism Gravity. Down into the vortex of the black hole

Switch to the Santa Ana Freeway.

Mouth dry. A bitter netallic taste. Heart pounding fiercely, pulse
throbbing in his tenples.

"l need to be soneone."”

Faster. As if tied to a massive anchor on an endl ess chain, plumeting
into the lightless fathons of a bottomnl ess ocean trench.

Past Irvine, Laguna Hills, El Toro.

Into the dark heart of the mystery.

need. . . need. . . need. . . need. . . need.
M ssion Viejo. This exit. Yes.

Of the freeway.

Seeki ng the magnet. The enigmatic attractant.

Al the way from Kansas City to find the unknown, to discover his
strange and wondrous future. Hone. Identity. Meaning.

Turn left here, two blocks, turn right. Unfamiliar streets. But to
find the way, he needs only to give hinself to the power that pulls him

Medi t erranean houses. Neatly trimed |awns. Pal mshadows on
pal e-yel | ow stucco wal | s.

Her e.
That house.
To the curb. Stop. Half a block away.

Just a house like the others. Except. Sonething inside. Watever he
first sensed in faraway Kansas. Watever draws him Sonme The
attraction Inside.

Wi ti ng.

A wordl ess cry of triunph escapes him and he shudders violently with
relief. He no longer needs to seek his destiny.

Al t hough he does not yet know what it may be, he is certain that he's
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found it, and he sags in his seat, his sweaty hands slipping off the
steering wheel, pleased to be at the end of the |ong journey.

He is nmore excited than he has ever been, filled with curiosity,

however, released at last fromthe iron grip of conpul sion, he | oses his
sense of urgency. His trip-hanrering heart decelerates to a nore norna
nunber of beats per minute. H's ears stop ringing, and he is able to
breathe nmore deeply and evenly than he has for at least fifty mles. In
startlingly short order, he is as outwardly cal mand sel fcontai ned as he
was in the big house in Kansas City, where he gratefully shared the
tender intinmacies of death with the man and worman in the antique
Geor gi an bed.

By the tine Marty took the keys to the Taurus off the kitchen pegboard,
stepped into the garage, |ocked the door to the house, and pushed the
button to raise the automati c garage door, his awareness of inpending
danger was so acute and harrowi ng that he was on the edge of blind
panic. In the feverish thrall of paranoia, he was convinced that he was
bei ng hunted by an uncanny eneny who enpl oyed not nerely crazy notion,
for God's sake, straight out of the National Enquirer, crazy yet

i nescapabl e because he actually could feel a presence

a violent stal king presence that was conscious of him pressing him
probing. He felt as if a viscous fluid was squirting into his skul
under trenendous pressure, conpressing his brain, squeezing
consci ousness out of him A very real physical effect was part of it,
too, because he was as wei ghed down as a deep-sea diver under a crushing
tonnage of water, joints aching, mnuscles burning, lungs reluctant to
expand and accept new breath. Extrene sensitivity to every stimnul ant
nearly incapacitated him the hard clatter of the rising garage door was
ear-splitting, intruding sunlight seared his eyes, and a nusty
odor-ordinarily too faint to be detected expl oded |ike a poisonous cloud
of spores out of a corner of the garage, so pungent that it nmade him
nauseous.

In an instant, the seizure passed, and he was in full control of
hinself. Although it had seened as if his skull would burst, the
internal pressure relented as abruptly as it had grown, and he no | onger
teetered on the brink of unconsciousness. The pain in his joints and
muscl es was gone, and the sunlight didn't sting his eyes.

It was |ike snapping out of a nightnmare except he was awake on both
sides of the snap

Marty | eaned agai nst the Taurus. He was hesitant to believe that the
wor st was past, waiting tensely for another inexplicable wave of
paranoid terror to batter him

He | ooked out fromthe shadowy garage at the street, which was

simul taneously faniliar and strange, half expecting some nonstrous
phantasmto rise out of the pavenment or descend through the sundrenched
air, a creature inhuman and mercil ess, ferocious and bent upon his
destruction, the invisible specter of his nightmare now nmade fl esh.

Hi s confidence didn't return, and he couldn't stop shaking, but his
apprehension gradually dinmnished to a tolerable |evel, until he was
abl e to consider whether he dared to drive. Wat if a simlarly
disorienting spasmof fear hit himwhile he was behind the wheel ?

He woul d be virtually oblivious of stop signs, onconming traffic, and
hazards of all Kinds.
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More than ever, he needed to see Dr. Guthridge
He wondered if he should go back into the house and call a taxi.

But this wasn't New York City, streets as warmw th cabs, in southern
California, the words "taxi service" were, nore often than not, an
oxynmoron. By the time he could reach Guthridge's office by taxi, he
m ght have m ssed his appoi nt nent.

He got in the car, started the engine. Wth wary concentration, he
backed out of the garage and into the street, handling the wheel as
stiffly as a ninety-year-old man acutely aware of the brittleness of his
bones and the tenuous thread of his existence.

Al the way to the doctor's office in Irvine, Marty Stillwater thought
about Paige and Charlotte and Enmily. By the treachery of his own weak
flesh, he could be denied the satisfaction of seeing the girls becone
worren, the pleasure of growing old at his wife's side. Although he
believed in a world beyond death where eventually he m ght be reunited
with those he Ioved, life was so precious that even the promise of a
blissful eternity woul d not conpensate for the | oss of a few years on
this side of the veil

From hal f a block away, the killer watches the car slowy back out of
t he garage

As the Ford turns away from him and gradually recedes through the

Vi negar-gol d autumm sunshi ne, he realizes the nmagnet which drew himfrom
Kansas is in that car. Perhaps it is the dimy seen man behind the
steering wheel --though it mght not be a person at all but a talisnman

hi dden el sewhere in the vehicle, a magical object beyond his

under standi ng and to which his destiny is linked for reasons yet

uncl ear.

The killer alnost starts the Honda to follow the attractant, but decides
the stranger in the Ford will return sooner or |ater.

He puts on his shoul der holster, slips the pistol into it, and shrugs
into the | eather jacket.

Fromthe gl ove conpartnent, he renoves the zippered | eat her case that
contains his set of burglary tools. It includes seven springstee

pi cks, an L-shaped tension tool, and a mniature aerosol can of graphite
| ubri cant.

He gets out of the car and proceeds boldly along the sidewal k toward the
house.

At the end of the driveway stands a white mail box on which is stenciled
a single nane--STILLWATER. Those ten black letters seemto possess
synbolic power. Still water. Calm Peace. He has found still water.

He has cone through nuch turbul ence, violent rapids and whirl pools, and
now he has found a place where he can rest, where his soul will be
soot hed.

Bet ween t he garage and the property-line fence, he opens the gravity
latch on a wought-iron gate. He follows a wal kway flanked by the
garage on his left and a head- hi gh eugeni a hedge on his right, all the
way to the rear of the house.

The shal | ow backyard is lushly planted. It boasts mature ficus trees
and a continuation of the sideyard eugeni a hedge, which screen himfrom
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the prying eyes of neighbors.

The patio is sheltered by an open-beam redwood cover through which
thorny trailers of bougainvillea are densely intertw ned.

Even on this | ast day of Novenber, clusters of blood-red flowers fringe
the patio roof. The concrete floor is spattered with fallen petals, as
t hough a hard-fought battle was waged here.

A kitchen door and large sliding glass door provide two possible
entrances fromthe patio. Both are | ocked.

The sliding door, beyond which he can see a deserted family roomwth
confortable furniture and a large television, is further secured by a
wooden pol e wedged into the interior track. |If he gets through the

| ock, he nevertheless will need to break the glass to reach inside and
renove the pole.

He knocks sharply on the other door, although the wi ndow beside it
reveals that no one is in the kitchen. Wen there is no response, he
knocks again with the sane result.

From his conpact kit of burglary tools, he withdraws the can of
graphite. Crouching before the door, he sprays the lubricant into the
lock. Dirt, rust, or other contanination can bind the pin tunblers.

He trades the graphite spray for the tension tool and that pick known as

a "rake." He inserts the L-shaped wench first to maintain the
necessary tension on the lock core. He pushes the rake into the key
channel as deep as it will go, then brings it up until he feels it press

against the pins. Squinting into the lock, he rapidly draws the rake
out, but it does not raise all of the pin tunblers to their shear point,
so he tries again, and again, and finally on the sixth try the channe
seens to be clear.

He turns the knob
The door opens.

He hal f expects an alarmto go off, but there is no siren. A quick scan
of the header and janmb fails to reveal magnetic sw tches, so there nust
not be a silent alarm either.

After he puts the tools away and zi ppers shut the | eather case, he steps
across the threshold and softly closes the door behind him

He stands for a while in the cool, shadowy kitchen, absorbing the

vi brations, which are good. This house welcones him Here, his future
begins, and it will be i measurably brighter than his confused and
ammesi a-ri ddl ed past.

As he noves out of the kitchen to explore the prenises, he does not draw
the P7 from his shoul der holster. He is sure that no one is at home. He
senses no danger, only opportunity.

"I need to be soneone,"” he tells the house, as if it is aliving entity
with the power to grant his wi shes.

The ground floor offers nothing of interest. The usual roons are filled
with confortable but unremarkable furniture

Upstairs, he stops only briefly at each room getting an overall picture
of the second-floor |ayout before taking tine for a thorough
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investigation. There's a master bedroomw th attached bath, walk-in
closet . . . a guest bedroom. . . kids' room. . . another bath ..

The final bedroomat the end of the hall--which puts himat the front of
the house--is used as an office. It contains a big desk and conputer
system but it's nore cozy than businesslike. A plunp sofa stands under
the shuttered wi ndows, a stained-glass |anmp on the desk

One of the two longest walls is covered with paintings hung in a double
row, frames al nost touching. Although the pieces of the collection are
obviously by nore than one artist, the subject matter, without
exception, is dark and violent, rendered w th uni npeachabl e skill

twi sted shadows, disenbodied eyes wide with terror, a Quija board on

whi ch stands a bl ood-spotted trivet, ink-black palmtrees sil houetted
agai nst an om nous sunset, a face distorted by a funhouse mrror, the

gl eam ng steel blades of sharp knives and scissors, a nmean street where
menaci ng figures lurk just beyond the sour-yellow gl ow of street |anps,
| eafl ess trees with coly linbs, a hot-eyed raven perched upon a bl eached
skul |, pistols, revolvers, shotguns, an ice pick, neat cleaver, hatchet,
a queerly stained hamrer |ying obscenely on a silk negligee and

| ace-trimred bedsheet

He likes this artwork.
It speaks to him
This is |life as he knows it.

Turning fromthe gallery wall, he clicks on the stained-glass |anp and
marvels at its nulti-hued | um nous beauty.

In the clear sheet of glass that protects the top of the desk, the
mrror-imge circles and ovals and teardrops of color are still lovely
but darker than when viewed directly. 1In sone indefinable way, they are
al so foreboding.

Leaning forward, he sees the twin ovals of his eyes staring back at him
fromthe polished glass. dimrering with their own tiny reflections of
the nosaic |anplight, they seemto be not eyes, in fact, but the

| um nous sensors of a machine or, if eyes, then the fevered eyes of
sonet hi ng soul | ess--and he quickly | ooks away fromthem before too nuch
sel f-exam nation | eads himto fearful thoughts and intol erable
concl usi ons.

"I need to be soneone," he says nhervously.

Hi s gaze falls upon a photograph in a silver frame, which also stands on
the desk. A worman and two little girls. A pretty trio.

Smi ling.

He picks up the photograph to study it nore closely. He presses one
fingertip against the woman's face and w shes he could touch her for
real, feel her warmand pliant skin. He slides his finger across the
glass, first touching the blond-haired child, and then the dark-haired
pi xi e.

After a mnute or two, when he noves away fromthe desk, he carries the
phot ograph with him The three faces in the portrait are so appealing
that he needs to be able to | ook at them agai n whenever the desire

ari ses.

As he investigates the titles on the spines of the volunes in the
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bookcases, he makes a discovery that gives himan understandi ng, however
i nconpl ete, of why he was drawn fromthe gray autumal plains of the
M dwest to the post-Thanksgiving sun of California.

On a few of the shelves, the books--nystery novel s--are by the same
author, Martin Stillwater. The surnane is the one he saw on the nail box
out si de.

He puts aside the silver-franed portrait and withdraws a few of these
novel s fromthe shelves, surprised to see that sone of the dustjacket
illustrations are famliar because the original paintings are hangi ng on
the gallery wall that so fascinated him Each title appears in a
variety of translations, French, German, Italian, Dutch, Swedi sh,

Dani sh, Japanese, and several other | anguages.

But nothing is as interesting as the author's photo on the back of each
jacket. He studies themfor a long tinme, tracing Stillwater's features
with one finger.

Intrigued, he peruses the copy on the jacket flaps. Then he reads the
first page of a book, the first page of another, and another.

He happens upon a dedication page in the front of one book and reads
what is printed there, This opus is for ny nother and father, Jim and
Alice Stillwater, who taught ne to be an honest nman--and who can't be
blaned if | amable to think like a crimnal

H s mother and father. He stares in astoni shnent at their nanes.

He has no nenory of them cannot picture their faces or recall where
they mght |ive.

He returns to the desk to consult the Rol odex. He discovers Jimand
Alice Stillwater in Marmoth Lakes, California. The street address neans
nothing to him and he wonders if it is the house in which he grew up.

He must love his parents. He dedicated a book to them Yet they are
ciphers to him So nuch has been | ost.

He returns to the bookshelves. Opening the U S. or British edition of
every title in the collection to study the dedication, he eventually
characters are based--excluding, of course, the hom cidal psychopaths.

And two volunes |ater, To ny daughters, Charlotte and Emly, with the
hope they will read this book one day when they are grown up and wil |
know that the daddy in this story speaks ny own heart when he talks with
such conviction and enotion about his feelings for his own little girls.

Putting the books aside, he picks up the photograph once nore and hol ds
it in both hands with sonmething |ike reverence.

The attractive blonde is surely Paige. A perfect wife.

The two girls are Charlotte and Em |y, -al though he has no way of know ng
which is which. They | ook sweet and obedient.

Pai ge, Charlotte, Emly.

At last he has found his life. This is where he belongs. This is hone.
The future begins now.

Pai ge, Charlotte, Emly.

This is the fam |y toward which destiny has |led him

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (51 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:32 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

"I need to be Marty Stillwater," he says, and he is thrilled to have
found, at last, his own warmplace in this cold and | onely worl d.

Dr. Paul Guthridge's office suite had three exam nation roonms. Over the
years, Marty had been in all of them They were identical to one

anot her, indistinguishable fromroons in doctors' offices fromMine to
Texas, pale-blue walls, stainless-steel fixtures, otherw se white-on
white, scrub sink, stool, an eye chart. The place had no nore charm
than a norgue though a better snell.

Marty sat on the edge of a padded exami nation table that was protected
by a continuous roll of paper sheeting. He was shirtless, and the room
was cool. Though he was still wearing his pants, he felt naked,
vulnerable. In his nmnd s eye, he saw hinself having a catatonic

sei zure, being unable to talk or nove or even blink, whereupon the

physi cian woul d nmi stake himfor dead, strip himnaked, wire an IDtag to
his big toe, tape his eyelids shut, and ship himoff to the coroner for
processi ng.

Al though it earned hima living, a suspense witer's inmagination nmade

hi m nore aware of the constant proximty of death than were nost people.
Every dog was a potential rabies carrier. Every strange van passing

t hrough the nei ghborhood was driven by a sexual psychopath who woul d

ki dnap and nurder any child | eft unattended for nmore than three seconds.
Every can of soup in the pantry was botulismwaiting to happen.

He was not particularly afraid of doctors--though he was not conforted
by them either.

What troubl ed himwas the whole idea of nmedical science, not because he
distrusted it but because, irrationally, its very existence was a

rem nder that |life was tenuous, death inescapable. He didn't need

rem nders. He already possessed an acute awareness of nortality, and
spent his life trying to cope with it.

Determ ned not to sound |ike an hysteric while describing his synptons
to Guthridge, Marty recounted the odd experiences of the past three days
inaquiet, matter-of-fact voice. He tried to use clinical rather than
enotional terns, beginning with the seven-minute fugue in his office and
ending with the abrupt panic attack he had suffered as he had been

| eaving the house to drive to the doctor's office.

Gut hri dge was an excellent internist--in part because he was a good
listener--although he didn't |1ook the role. At forty-five, he appeared
ten years younger than his age, and he had a boyi sh manner. Today he
wore tenni s shoes, chinos, and a M ckey Muse sweatshirt. 1In the
sunmer, he favored colorful Hawaiian shirts. On those rare occasions
when he wore a traditional white snmock over slacks, shirt, and tie, he
clained to be "playing doctor" or "on strict probation fromthe American
Medi cal Association's dress-code commttee,” or "suddenly overwhel med by
the godlike responsibilities of ny office.”

Pai ge thought Guthridge was an exceptional physician, and the girls
regarded himwi th the special affection usually reserved for a favorite
uncl e.

Marty |iked himtoo.

He suspected the doctor's eccentricities were not calculated entirely to
anuse patients and put them at ease. Like Marty, CGuthridge seened
moral |y of fended by the very fact of death. As a younger man, perhaps
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he' d been drawn to medi ci ne because he saw the physician as a kni ght

battling dragons incarnated as illnesses and di seases.
Young kni ghts believe that noble intentions, skill, and faith wll
prevail over evil. dder knights know better--and someti nes use hunor

as a weapon to stave off bitterness and despair. Cuthridge's quips and
M ckey Mouse sweatshirts might relax his patients, but they were al so
his armor against the hard realities of |ife and death.

"Panic attack? You, of all people, suffering a panic attack?"
Paul Guthridge asked doubtfully.

Marty said, "Hyperventilating, heart pounding, felt like | was going to
expl ode sounds |like a panic attack to ne."

"Sounds |ike sex."

Marty smiled. "Trust nme, it wasn't sex."

"You could be right," Guthridge said with a sigh. "It's been so |ong,
I"mnot sure what sex was |ike exactly. Believe ne, Marty, this is a
bad decade to be a bachelor, so many really nasty di seases out there

You neet a new girl, date her, give her a chaste kiss when you take her
honme--and then wait to see if your lips are going to rot and fall off.

"That's a swell inmage."
"Vivid, huh? Mybe | should' ve been a witer." He began to exam ne
Marty's left eye with an opht hal nroscope. "Have you been having

unusual I y i ntense headaches?"

"One headache over the weekend. But nothing unusual."

"Repeat ed spells of dizziness?"

"No. "

"Tenporary blindness, noticeable narrow ng of peripheral vision?"
"Nothing |like that."

Turning his attention to Marty's right eye, Guthridge said, "As for
being a witer other doctors have done it, you know. M chael Crichton
Robi n Cook, Somerset Maugham-' "Seuss."

"Don't be sarcastic. Next time | have to give you an injection, | nght
use a horse syringe."

"I't always feels like you do anyway. 1'll tell you sonething, being a
witer isn't half as romantic as people think."

"At least you don't have to handl e urine sanples,” Quthridge said,
setting asi de the ophthal noscope.

Wth squiggly ghost inmages of the instrunent light still dancing in his
eyes, Marty said, "When a witer's first starting out, a lot of editors
and agents and novie producers treat himas if he is a urine sanple."

"Yeah, but now you're a celebrity,
st et hoscope ear tips in place.

Gut hri dge said, plugging his

"Far fromit," Marty objected.
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Qut hri dge pressed the icy steel of the stethoscope di aphragm agai nst
Marty's chest. "Okay, breathe deeply . . . hold .

breathe out . . . and again." After listening to Marty's lungs as well
as his heart, the doctor put the stethoscope aside.

"Hal | uci nati ons?"
"No. "
"Strange snells?"
"No. "

"Things taste the way they should? | nean, you haven't been eating ice
creamand it suddenly tasted bitter or oniony, nothing like that?"

"Nothing like that."

As he wrapped the pressure cuff of a sphygnomanoneter around Marty's
arm Quthridge said, "Well, all I knowis, to get into People nmagazine,
you've got to be a celebrity of one kind or another--rock singer, actor,
smarny politician, nurderer, or maybe the guy with the world' s |argest
collection of ear wax. So if you think you aren't a celebrity author,
then I want to know who you' ve killed and exactly how much damm ear wax
you own."

"How d you know about Peopl e?"

"W subscribe for the waiting room" He punped air into the cuff unti
it was tight, then read the falling nercury on the gauge before he
continued, "The latest copy was in this norning's mail.

My receptionist showed it to ne, really anused. She said you were the
| east likely M. Mirder she could imagine."

Confused, Marty said, "M. Mirder?"

"You haven't seen the piece?" Q@uthridge asked as he pulled off the
pressure cuff, punctuating his question with the ugly sound of a Velcro
seal tearing open.

"Not yet, no. They don't showit to you in advance. You nean, in the
article, they call nme M. Mirder?"

"Well, it's sort of cute.”
"Cute?" Marty winced. "I wonder if Philip Roth would think it was cute
to be

"M. Litterateur' or Terry McMIIan
"Ms. Black Saga."
"You know what they say--all publicity is good publicity."

"That was N xon's first reaction to Watergate, wasn't it?"

"W actually take two subscriptions to people. I1'll give you one of our
copi es when you leave." Quthridge grinned inpishly. "You know, until |
saw t he magazine, | never realized what a really scary guy you are."
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Marty groaned. "I was afraid of this."
"It's not bad really. Knowi ng you, | suspect you'll find it alittle
enbarrassing. But it won't kill you."

"What is going to kill me, Doc?"
Frowni ng, Guthridge said, "Based on this exam |'d say old age.
Fromall outward signs, you're in good shape."

"The key word is 'outward,"
" Marty said.

"Right. 1'd like you to have sone tests. I1t'll be on an out-patient
basis at Hog Hospital."

"I"'mready," Marty said grimy, though he was not ready at all

"Ch, not today. They won't have an opening until at |east tonorrow,
probably Wednesday."

"What ' re you | ooking for with these tests?"

"Brain tunors, |lesions. Severe blood chem stry inbalances. O naybe a
shift in the position of the pineal gland, putting pressure on
surroundi ng brain tissue which could cause synptons simlar to sone of
yours. Qher things. But don't worry about it because |'mpretty sure
we're going to draw a blank. Most |ikely, your problemis sinply
stress.”

"That's what Paige said."

"See? You coul d' ve saved ny fee."
"Be straight with ne, Doc."

"l am being straight."

"I don't mind saying this scares me."

Gut hri dge nodded synpathetically. "O course it does. But listen, |'ve
seen synptons far nore bizarre and severe than yours--and it turns out
to be stress."

"Psychol ogi cal . "

"Yes, but nothing long-term You aren't going rmad, either, if that's
what you're worried about. Try to relax, Marty.

We' || know where we stand by the end of the week." Wen he needed it,
Gut hridge could call upon a deneanor as reassuring--and a bedsi de manner
as soothing--as that of any gray-haired nedical eminence in a
three-piece suit. He slipped Marty's shirt fromone of the clothes
hooks on the back of the door and handed it to him The faint gleamin
his eye betrayed another shift in nood, "Now, when | book tine at the
hospital, what patient name should | give to then? Martin Stillwater or
Martin Mirder?"

He explores his hone. He is eager to learn about his new fanily.

Because he is nost intrigued by the thought of hinself as a father, he
begins in the girls' bedroom For a while he stands just inside the
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door, studying the two distinctly different sides of the room

He wonders which of his young daughters is the effervescent one who
decorates her walls with posters of dazzlingly colorful hotair balloons
and | eapi ng dancers, who keeps a gerbil and other pets in wire cages and
glass terrariuns. He still holds the photograph of his wi fe and
children, but the smling faces in it reveal nothing of their
personalities.

The second daughter is apparently contenpl ative, favoring quiet

| andscapes on her walls. Her bed is neatly nmade, the pillows plunped
just-so. Her storybooks are shelved in orderly fashion, and her corner
desk is free of clutter.

When he slides open the mirrored closet door, he finds a simlar
division in the hanging clothes. Those to the left are arranged both
according to the type of garnment and color. Those to the right are in
no particular order, askew on the hangers, and janmed agai nst one
another in a way that virtually assures winkling.

Because the snaller jeans and dresses are on the left side of the
closet, he can be sure that the neat and contenplative girl is the
younger of the two. He raises the photograph and stares at her. The
pixie. So cute. He still does not know whether she is Charlotte or
Emly.

He goes to the desk in the ol der daughter's side of the roomand stares
down at the clutter, magazi nes, school books, one yellow hair ribbon, a
butterfly barrette, a few scattered sticks of Black Jack chew ng gum
colored pencils, a tangled pair of pink kneesocks, an enpty Coke can,
coins, and a Gane Boy.

He opens one of the textbooks, then another. Both of them have the sane
nane penciled in front, Charlotte Stillwater.

The ol der and less disciplined girl is Charlotte. The younger girl who
keeps her bel ongings neat is Emly.

Again, he looks at their faces in the photograph

Charlotte is pretty, and her snmile is sweet. However, if he is going to
have trouble with either of his children, it will be with this one.

He will not tolerate disorder in his house. Everything nmust be perfect.
Neat and cl ean and happy.

In lonely hotel roons in strange cities, awake in the darkness, he has
ached with need and has not understood what would satisfy his |onging.

Now he knows that being Martin Stillwater--father to these children,

husband to this wife--is the destiny that will fill the terrible void
and at last bring himcontentnment. He is grateful to whatever power has
led himhere, and he is deternmined to fulfill his responsibilities to

his wife, his children, and society. He wants an ideal famly | those
he has seen in certain favorite novies, wants to be kind Iike Ji my
Stewart in It's a Wnderful life and wise like Gegory Peck in To Kill a
Mocki ngbird and revered |like both of them and he will do whatever is
necessary to ensure a | oving, harnonious, and orderly hone.

He has seen The Bad Seed, too, and he knows that sone children can
destroy a honme and all hope of harnony because they are seething with
the potential for evil. Charlotte's slovenly habits and strange
menagerie strongly indicate that she is capable of disobedi ence and
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possi bl y vi ol ence.

When snakes appear in novies, they are always synbols of evil, dangerous
to the innocent, therefore, the snake in the terrariumis chilling proof
of this child' s corruption and her need for guidance.

She keeps other reptiles as well, a couple of rodents, and an ugly bl ack
beetle in a glass jar-all of which the novies have taught himto
associate with the powers of darkness.

He studi es the photograph again, marveling at how i nnocent Charlotte
| ooks.

But remenber the girl in The Bad Seed. She appeared to be an angel yet
was thoroughly evil.

Being Martin Stillwater may not prove as easy as he had first thought.
Charlotte nmight be a real handful.

Fortunately, he has seen Lean on Me in which Mdrgan Freeman is a high
school principal bringing order to a school overwhel med by anarchy, and
he has seen The Principal starring Ji mBelushi, so he knows that even
bad kids really want discipline. They will respond properly if adults
have the guts to insist upon rules of behavior.

If Charlotte is disobedient and stubborn, he will punish her until she
learns to be a good little girl. He will not fail her. At first she
will hate himfor denying her privileges, for confining her to her room
for hurting her if that becones necessary, but in tinme she will see that
he has her best interests at heart, and she will learn to | ove him and
under stand how wi se he is.

In fact he can visualize the triunphant nonent when, after so nuch
struggle, her rehabilitation is ensured. Her realization that she has
been wong and that he has been a good father will culninate in a
touching scene. They will both cry. She will throw herself in his
arns, renorseful and ashamed. He will hug her very tightly and tell her
it's all right, all right, don't cry. She will say, "Ch, Daddy," in a
trenul ous voice, and cling fiercely to him and thereafter everything
will be perfect between them

He yearns for that sweet triunph. He can even hear the soaring and
enotional music that will acconpany it.

He turns away from Charlotte's side of the room goes to his younger
daughter's neat bed.

Enmily. The pixie. She will never give himany trouble. She is the
good daughter.

He will hold her on his lap and read to her from storybooks. He will
take her to the zoo, and her little hand will be lost in his.

He will buy her popcorn at the novies, and they will sit side by side in
t he darkness, |aughing at the | atest Disney ani mated feature.

Her big dark eyes will adore him
Sweet Enmily. Dear Enily.
Al nost reverently, he pulls back the chenille bedspread. The bl anket.

The top sheet. He stares at the bottom sheet on which she slept |ast
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night, and the pillows on which her delicate head rested.
His heart swells with affection, tenderness.

He puts one hand against the sheet, slides it back and forth, back and
forth, feeling the fabric on which her young body has so recently Iain.

Every night he will tuck her into bed. She will press her small nouth
to his cheek, such warmlittle kisses, and her breath will have the
sweet peppernint aroma of toothpaste.

He bends down to snell the sheets.
"Emly," he says softly.

Oh, how he longs to be her father and to | ook into those dark yet linpid
eyes, those huge and adoring eyes.

Wth a sigh, he returns to Charlotte's side of the room He drops the
silver-franed photograph of his famly on her bed, and he studies the
kept creatures housed on the bookl ess bookshel ves.

Sone of the wild things watch him

He begins with the gerbil. When he unlatches the door and reaches into
its cage, the timd creature cowers in a far corner, paralyzed with
fear, sensing his intent. He seizes it, withdraws it fromthe cage.

Al'though it tries to squirmfree, he grips its body firmy in his right
hand, its head in his left, and wenches sharply, snapping its neck. A
brittle, dry sound. Its cry is shrill but brief.

He throws the dead gerbil on the brightly col ored bedspread.
This will be the beginning of Charlotte's discipline.
She will hate himfor it. But only for a while.

Eventually she will realize that these are unsuitable pets for alittle
girl. Synbols of evil. Reptiles, rodents, beetles. The sort of
creatures witches use as their famliars, to comuni cate between them
and Sat an.

He has | earned all about witches' famliars fromhorror novies.

If there was a cat in the house he would kill it as well, wthout
hesitation, because sonetines they are cute and innocent, just cats and
not hing nore, but sonetines they are the very spawn of Hell. By ,

inviting such creatures into your hone, you risk inviting the devi
hi nsel f.

One day Charlotte will understand. And be grateful
Eventual ly she will love him
They will all love him

He will be a good husband and fat her.

Much smaller than the gerbil, the frightened nouse quivers in his fist,
its tail hanging below his clenched fingers, only its head protruding
above. It enpties its bladder. He grinmaces at the warm danpness and,

in disgust, squeezes with all his strength, crushing the Iife out of the
filthy little beast.
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He tosses it onto the bed beside the dead gerbil

The harm ess garden snake in the glass terrariumnmakes no effort to
slither away fromhim He holds it by the tail and snaps it as if it is

a whip, snaps it again, then lashes it hard against the wall, again, and
athird tine. Wen he dangles it before his face, it is entirely |inp,
and he sees that its skull is crushed.

He coils it next to the gerbil and the nobuse.

The beetle and the turtle make satisfying crunching sounds when he
stonps them under the heel of his shoe. He arranges their o00zing
remai ns on the bedspread.

Only the lizard escapes him \Wien he slides the lid partway off its
terrariumand reaches in for it, the chanmel eon scanpers up his arm

qui cker than the eye, and leaps off his shoulder. He spins around,
searching for it, and sees it on the nearby vanity, where it skitters
between a hairbrush and a conb, onto a jewelry box. There it freezes
and begins to change color to match its background, but when he tries to
snatch it up, it darts away, off the dresser, onto the floor, across the
room under Emly's bed, out of sight.

He decides to let it go.

This mght be for the best. When Paige and the girls get home, the four

of themw Il search for it together. Wen they find it, he will kill it
in front of Charlotte or perhaps require her to kill it herself. That
will be a good | esson. Thereafter, she will bring no nore inappropriate

pets into the Stillwater house.

In the parking lot outside of the three-story, Spanish-style business
conpl ex where Dr. GQuthridge had his offices, while a gusty wind harried
dead | eaves across the pavenent, Marty sat in his car and read the
article about hinmself in People. Two photographs and a page's worth of
prose were spread over three pages of the nmagazine. At least for the
few m nutes he took to read the piece, all of his other worries were
forgotten.

The bl ack headline made himflinch even though he knew what it would be
MR,  MJRDER- - but he was equal ly enbarrassed by the subhead in snaller
letters, I N SOUTHERN CALI FORNI A, MYSTERY NOVELI ST MARTI N STI LLWATER SEES
DARKNESS AND EVI L WHERE OTHERS SEE ONLY SUNSHI NE .

He felt it portrayed himas a brooding pessim st who dressed entirely in
bl ack and | urked on beaches and anbng the palmtrees, glowering at
anyone who dared to have fun, tediously expounding on the inherent

vil eness of the human species. At best it inplied he was a theatrica
phony costuming hinself in what he thought was the nost commercial image
for a nystery noveli st.

Possi bly he was over-reacting. Paige would tell himthat he was too
sensitive about these things. That was what she al ways said, and she
usual ly made himfeel better, whether he could bring hinself to believe
her or not.

He exami ned the phot ographs before reading the piece.

In the first and |largest picture, he was standing in the yard behind the
house, against a backdrop of trees and twilight sky. He |ooked
denent ed.
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The phot ographer, Ben Wl enko, had been given instructions to induce
Marty into a pose deened fitting for a nystery novelist, so he had cone
with props he assumed Marty woul d brandi sh with suitabl e expressions of
mal evol ent intent, an axe, an enornous knife, an ice pick, and a gun

VWhen Marty politely declined to use the props and al so refused to wear a
trenchcoat with the collar turned up and a fedora pulled |l ow on his

f orehead, the photographer agreed it was ludicrous for an adult to play
dress-up, and suggested they avoid the usual cliches in favor of shots
portraying himsinply as a witer and an ordi nary human bei ng.

Now it was obvi ous that Wl enko had been clever enough to get what he
want ed without props, after lulling his subject into a fal se sense of
security. The backyard had seened an innocuous setting.

However, through a conbination of the deep shadows of dusk, |oomn ng
trees, ominous clouds backlit by the final sonber Iight of day, the
strategi c placenment of studio lights, and an extrene canera angle, the
phot ogr apher succeeded in nmaking Marty appear weird.

Furt hernmore, of the twenty exposures taken in the backyard, the editors
had chosen the worst, Marty was squinting, his features were distorted,
the photographer's lights were reflected in his slitted eyes, which
seenmed to be glowing like the eyes of a zonbie.

The second photograph was taken in his study. He was sitting at his
desk, facing the canera. He was recognizably hinself in this one,

t hough by now he preferred not to be recognizable, for it seened that
the only way he could maintain a shred of dignity was to have his true
appearance remain a nmystery, a conbination of shadows and the peculi ar
Iight of the stained-glass |anp, even in a bl ack-and-white shot, nade
himresenble a Gypsy fortuneteller who had glinpsed a portent of
disaster in his crystal ball.

He was convinced that a | ot of the nodern world' s problens could be
attributed to the popular nedia's saturation of society and its tendency
not merely to sinplify all issues to the point of absurdity but to
confuse fiction and reality. Television news enphasized dramatic

f oot age over facts, sensationalismover substance, seeking ratings with
cop and courtroom dramas. Docunentaries about real historical figures
had becone "docudramas" in which accurate details of fanopus |ives and
events were relentlessly subordinated to entertai nment values or even to
the personal fantasies of the show s creators, grossly distorting the
past. Patent medicines were sold in TV comercials by performers who

al so played doctors in highly rated progranms, as if they had in fact
graduated from Harvard Medi cal School instead of merely having attended
an acting class or two. Politicians made canmeo appearances on epi sodes
of situation comedies. Actors in those conedi es appeared at politica
rallies. Not long ago the vice president of the United States engaged in
a protracted argunent with a fictional television reporter froma
sitcom The public confused actors and politicians with the roles they
pl ayed. A nystery witer was supposed to be not nerely like a character
in one of his books but like the cartoonish archetype of the nost conmmon
character in the entire genre. And year by troubled year, fewer people
were able to think clearly about inportant issues or separate fantasy
fromreality.

Marty had been determ ned not to contribute to that sickness, but he had
been suckered. Now he was fixed in the public mind as Martin
Stillwater, creepy and nysterious author of creepy nurder nysteries,
preoccupi ed with the dark side of life, as brooding and strange as any
of the characters about whom he wote.
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Sooner or later a disturbed citizen, having confused Marty's
mani pul ati on of fictional people in novels for the manipul ati on of

actual people inreal life, would arrive at his house in an old van
decorated with signs accusing himof having killed John Lennon, John
Kennedy, Rick Nel son, and God-al one- knew who-el se, even though he was an
i nfant when Lee Harvey Oswald pulled the trigger on Kennedy (or when
sevent een thousand and thirty-seven honbsexual conspirators pulled the
trigger, if you believed AQiver Stone's novie).

Sonething simlar had happened to Stephen King, hadn't it? And Sal man
Rushdi e had sure experienced a few years as suspenseful as any endured
by a character in a Robert Ludl um extravaganza.

Chagrined by the bizarre image the magazi ne had given him flushed with
enbarrassnent, Marty surveyed the parking lot to be sure no one was

wat chi ng himas he read about hinself. A couple of people were going to
and fromtheir cars, but they were paying no attention to him

Clouds had crept into the previously sunny day. The wi nd spun dead
| eaves into a mniature tornado that danced across an enpty expanse of
bl ackt op.

He read the article, punctuating it with sighs and nmutters. Although it
contained a few minor errors, the text was generally factual

But the spin on it matched the photographs. Spooky old Marty
Stillwater. What a dour and gl oony guy. Sees a crininal's wcked grin
behind every smile. Wrks in adimy lighted office, alnost dark, and
says he's just trying to reduce the glare on the conputer screen (w nk,
wi nk) .

H's refusal to allow Charlotte and Emly to be photographed, based upon
a desire to protect their privacy and to guard agai nst their being
teased by school mates, was interpreted as a fear of kidnappers |urking
under every bush. After all, he had witten a novel about a ki dnapping
a few years ago.

Pai ge, "as pretty and cerebral as a Martin Stillwater heroine," was said
to be a "psychol ogi st whose own job requires her to probe into the
darkest secrets of her patients," as if she was engaged not in the
counseling of children troubled by their parents' divorces or the death
of a loved one but in the deep analysis of the era's nobst savage seri al
killers.

"Spooky old Paige Stillwater," he said aloud. "Well, why else would she
have married me if she wasn't already a little weird?"

He told hinself he was over-reacting.

Cl osing the nmagazine, he said, "Thank God | didn't let the girls
participate. They'd have cone out of it looking like the children in
"The Addans Famly."

" Again he told hinself that he was over-reacting, but his nood didn't
inmprove. He felt violated, trivialized, and the fact that he was

tal king aloud to hinself seened, annoyingly, to validate his new
national reputation as an anusing eccentric.

He twisted the key in the ignition, started the engine.

As he drove across the parking lot toward the busy street, Marty was
troubled by the feeling that his life had taken nore than nerely a
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tenmporary turn for the worse with the fugue on Saturday, that the
magazi ne article was yet another signpost on this new dark route, and
that he would travel a long distance on rough pavenent before

redi scovering the snooth hi ghway that he had | ost.

A whirlw nd of |eaves burst over the car, startling him The dry
foliage rasped across the hood and roof, like the claws of a beast
determned to get inside

Hunger overcones him He has not slept since Friday night, has driven
across half the country at high speed, in bad weather nore than not, and
has experienced an exciting and enotional hour and a half in the
Stillwater house, confronting his destiny. H's stores of energy are
depleted. He is shaky and weak-kneed.

In the kitchen he raids the refrigerator, piling food on the oak
breakfast table. He consunmes several slices of Swiss cheese, half a

| oaf of bread, a few pickles, the better part of a pound of bacon,
mxing it all together without actually bothering to make sandw ches, a
bite of this and a bite of that, chewi ng the bacon raw because he
doesn't want to waste time cooking it, eating fast and with

singl e-minded fixation on the feast, ravenous, oblivious of manners,
urgently washi ng down everything with big swallows of cold beer that
foans over his chin. There is so much he wants to do before his wife
and kids return home, and he doesn't know quite when to expect them

The fatty meat is cloying, so periodically he dips into a wi de-mouth jar
of mayonnai se and scoops out thick wads of the stuff, sucking it off his
fingers to lubricate a mouthful of food that he finds hard to swall ow
even with the aid of another bottle of Corona. He concludes his nea
with two thick slices of chocol ate cake, washing those down with beer as
wel |, whereafter he hastily cleans up the ness with paper towels and
washes his hands at the sink

He is revitalized

Wth the silver-franed photograph in hand, he returns to the second
floor, taking the stairs two at a tine. He proceeds to the naster
bedroom where he clicks on both nightstand | anps.

For a while he stares at the king-size bed, excited by the prospect of
havi ng sex with Paige. Mking |love. Wen it is done with someone for
whom you truly care, it is called "making | ove."

He truly cares for her
He nust care.
After all, she is his wfe.

He knows that her face is good, excellent, with a full nouth and fine
bone structure and | aughing eyes, but he can't tell nuch about her body
fromthe photograph. He inmagines that her breasts are full, belly flat,
| egs I ong and shapely, and he is eager to lie with her, deep inside of
her .

At the dresser, he opens drawers until he finds her lingerie.

He caresses a half-slip, the snmooth cups of a brassiere, a lace-trimred
cam sole. He renmoves a pair of silky panties fromthe drawer and rubs
his face with them breathing deeply while repeatedly whispering her
nane.
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Making love will be unimaginably different fromthe sweaty sex he has
known with sluts picked up in bars, because those experiences have
always left himfeeling enpty, alienated, frustrated that his desperate
need for true intimacy is unfulfilled. Frustration fosters anger, anger
| eads to hatred, hatred generates viol ence--and viol ence sonetines
soothes. But that pattern will not apply when he nakes | ove to Paige,
for he belongs in her arnms as he has bel onged in no others.

Wth her, his need will be satisfied every bit as nuch as will his
desire. Together, they will achieve a union beyond anything he can

i magi ne, perfect oneness, bliss, spiritual as well as physica
consummation, all of which he has seen in countless novies, bodies

bat hed in golden light, ecstasy, a fierce intensity of pleasure possible

only in the presence of love. Afterward, he will not have to kill her
because then they will be as one, two hearts beating in harnony, no
reason for killing anyone, transcendent, all needs gloriously satisfied.

The prospect of romance | eaves hi m al nost breat hl ess.
"I will rmake you so happy, Paige," he promn ses her picture.

Real i zi ng he hasn't bathed since Saturday, wanting to be clean for her,
he returns her silken panties to the stack from which he had pl ucked
them closes the dresser drawer, and goes into his bathroomto shower.

He strips out of the clothes he took fromthe notorhone closet of the
white-haired retiree, Jack, in Cklahoma on Sunday, hardly twenty-four
hours ago. After wadding each garnent into a tight ball, he stuffs it
into a brass wast ebasket.

The shower stall is spacious, and the water is wonderfully hot.

He works up a heavy lather with the bar of soap, and soon the clouds of
steam are |laden with an al nost intoxicating floral aroma

After drying off on a yellow towel, he searches bat hroom drawers unti
he finds his toiletries. He uses a roll-on deodorant and then conbs his
wet hair straight back fromhis forehead to let it dry naturally.

He shaves with an el ectric razor, splashes on sone |inmescented col ogne,
and brushes his teeth.

He feels |like a new man.

In his half of the large walk-in closet, he selects a pair of cotton
briefs, blue jeans, a blue-and-bl ack-checkered flannel shirt, athletic
socks, and a pair of N kes. Everything fits perfectly.

It feels so good to be hone.

Pai ge stood at one of the wi ndows and watched the gray clouds roll in
fromthe west, driven by a Pacific wind. As they came, the earth bel ow
t hem dar kened, and sun-mantled buil di ngs put on cl oaks of shadows.

The inner sanctum of her three-room sixth-floor office suite had two
| arge panes of glass that provided an uninspiring view of a freeway, a
shoppi ng center, and the jamred-together roofs of housing tracts that
receded across Orange County apparently to infinity.

She woul d have enjoyed a panoranic ocean vista or a window on a |lushly
pl anted courtyard, but that would have neant higher rent, which had been
out of the question during the early years of Marty's witing career
when she'd been their primary breadw nner
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Now, in spite of his growi ng success and inpressive income, obligating
herself to a pricier lease at a new | ocation was still inprudent.

Even a prospering literary career was an uncertain |living.

The owner of a fresh-produce store, when ill, had enpl oyees who woul d
continue to sell oranges and apples in his absence, but if Marty becane
ill, the entire enterprise screeched to a halt.

And Marty was ill. Perhaps seriously.
No, she wouldn't think about that. They knew nothing for sure.

It was nore like the old Paige, the pre-Marty Paige, to worry about nere
possibilities instead of about only what was al ready fact.

Appreciate the nmoment, Marty would tell her. He was a born therapist.

Sonetimes she thought she'd | earned nore fromhimthan fromthe courses
she had taken to earn her doctorate in psychol ogy.

Appreci ate the nmonent.

In truth the constant bustle of the scene beyond the w ndow was
invigorating. And whereas she had once been so predi sposed to gl oom
that bad weat her could negatively affect her nobod, all of these years
with Marty and his usually unshakabl e good cheer had nade it possible
for her to see the sonber beauty in an oncom ng storm

She had been born and raised in a | ovel ess house as grimand cold as any
arctic cavern. But those days were far behind her, and the effect of
them had | ong ago di m ni shed.

Appreciate the nmonent.

Checki ng her watch, she pulled the drapes shut because the nood of her
next two clients was not likely to be imrmune to the influence of gray
weat her.

When the wi ndows were covered, the place was as cozy as any parlor in a
private home. Her desk, books, and files were in the third office,
rarely seen by those she counseled. She always nmet with themin this
nmore wel coming room The floral-pattern sofa with its variety of throw
pillows lent a ot of charm and each of three plushly uphol stered
arncthairs was comuodi ous enough to permt young guests to curl up
entirely on the seat with their |egs tucked under themif they wi shed.

Cel adon lanps with fringed silk shades cast a warmlight that glinmered
in the bibelots on the end tables and in the glazes of Lladro porcelain
figurines in the nmahogany breakfront.

Pai ge usual ly of fered hot chocol ate and cookies, or pretzels with a cold
gl ass of cola, and conversation was facilitated because the overal

effect was |like being at Gandnma's house. At least it was how G andma's
house had been in the days when no grandma ever underwent plastic
surgery, had herself reconfigured by |iposuction, divorced Gandpa to
Vegas with her boyfriend for the weekend.

Most clients, on their first visit, were astonished not to find the

coll ected works of Freud, a therapy couch, and the too-sol emm atnosphere
of a psychiatrist's office. Even when she rem nded themthat she was
not a psychiatrist, not a nmedical doctor at all, but a counselor with a

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (64 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:32 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

degree in psychol ogy who saw "clients" rather than "patients," people
wi th comuni cation problens rather than neuroses or psychoses, they
remai ned bewi | dered for the first half an hour or so.

Eventual ly the room-and, she liked to think, her relaxed approach--won
t hem over.

Pai ge's two o' cl ock appointnent, the | ast of the day, was wth Sanant ha
Acheson and her eight-year-old son, Sean. Sanantha's first husband,
Sean's father, had died shortly after the boy's fifth birthday.

Two and a half years later, Sanantha renarried, and Sean's behaviora
probl enms began virtually on the weddi ng day, an obvious result of his

m sgui ded conviction that she had betrayed his dead father and mi ght one
day betray himas well. For five nonths, Paige had net tw ce a week
with the boy, winning his trust, opening lines of comunication, so they
coul d discuss the pain and fear and anger he was unable to tal k about
with his nmother. Today, Samantha was to participate for the first tineg,
whi ch was an inportant step because progress was usually swift once the
child was ready to say to the parent what he had said to his counsel or

She sat in the arncthair she reserved for herself and reached to the end
table for the reproduction-antique tel ephone, which was both a working
phone and an intercomto the reception | ounge. She intended to ask
MIllie, her secretary, to send in Samant ha and Sean Acheson, but the

i ntercom buzzed before she lifted the receiver.

"Marty's on |line one, Paige."
"Thank you, MIllie." She pressed line one. "Marty?"
He didn't respond.

"Marty, are you there?" she asked, |ooking to see if she had punched
the correct button.

Line one was lit, but there was only silence on it.
"Marty?"

"I like the sound of your voice, Paige. So nelodic."
He sounded . . . odd.

Her heart began to knock against her. ribs, and she struggled to
suppress the fear that swelled in her. "Wat did the doctor say?"

"I like your picture."

"My picture?" she said, baffled.
"I like your hair, your eyes."
"Marty, | don't--"

"You're what | need."

Her mouth had gone dry. "Is sonething wong?"

Suddenly he spoke very fast, running sentences together, "I want to kiss
you, Paige, kiss your breasts, hold you agai nst ne, make |ove to you,

wi |l make you very happy, | want to be in you, it will be just like the

movi es, bliss.”
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"Marty, honey, what--" He hung up, cutting her off.

As surprised and confused as she was worried, Paige listened to the dia
tone before returning the handset to the cradle.

What the hell ?

It was two o' clock, and she doubted that his appointnent with Guthridge
had | asted an hour, therefore, he hadn't phoned her fromthe doctor's
office. On the other hand, he wouldn't have had tinme to drive all the
way home, which neant he had call ed her enroute.

She lifted the handset and punched in the nunber of his car phone. He
answered on the second ring, and she said, "Marty, what the hell's
wr ong?"

" Pai ge?"

"What was that all about?"

"What was what all about ?"

"Kissing ny breasts, for God's sake, just like the novies, bliss."

He hesitated, and she could hear the faint runble of the Ford' s engine,
which neant he was in transit. After a beat he said, "Kid, you ve |ost
ne. "

"A mnute ago, you call here, acting as if--"
"No. Not ne."

"You didn't call here?"

"Nope. "

"I's this a joke?"

"You nean, sonebody called, said he was ne?"
"Yes, he--"

"Did he sound |ike nme?"

"Yes."

"Exactly |ike ne?"

Pai ge thought about that for a nonent. "Well, not exactly. He sounded
alot like you and then . . . not quite like you. It's hard to
explain."

"l hope you hung up on hi mwhen he got obscene."

"You--" She corrected herself, "He hung up first. Besides, it wasn't an
obscene call."

"Ch? What was that about kissing your breasts?"
"Well, it didn't seem obscene 'cause | thought he was you."

"Pai ge, refresh ny nenory--when was the last time | called you at work
to tal k about kissing your breasts?"

She | aughed. "Well . . . never, | guess,"” and when he | aughed, too,
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she added, "but maybe it wouldn't be a bad idea now and then, liven up
the day a little."

"They are very kissable.”

"Thank you."

"So's your tush."

"You've got ne blushing," she said, and it was true.
"So's your--"

"Now this is getting obscene," she said.

"Yeah, but I'mthe victim"

"How do you figure?"

"You called nme and pretty nmuch demanded that | talk dirty."
"I guess | did. Wnen's liberation, you know. "
"Where will it all end?"

A di sturbing possibility had occurred to Paige, but she was reluctant to
express it, Perhaps the call had been from Marty, nade on his car phone
while he was in a fugue state similar to the one on Saturday afternoon
when he' d nonot onously repeated those two words into a tape recorder for
seven mnutes and later had no menory of it.

She suspected the sane thought had just occurred to hi mbecause his
sudden reticence matched hers.

At | ast Paige broke the silence. "Wat- did Paul Guthridge have to
say?"

"He thinks it's probably stress."

"Thi nks?"

"He's setting up tests for tonorrow or Wednesday."
"But he wasn't worried?"

"No. O he pretended he wasn't."

Paul's informal style was not reflected in the way he inparted essential
information to his patients. He was always direct and to the point.
Even when Charlotte had been so ill, when sone doctors m ght have
soft-pedaled the nore alarmng possibilities to | et the parents adjust
slowy to the worst-case scenario, Paul had bluntly assessed her
situation with Paige and Marty. He knew that no half-truth or false
optim smshould ever be mistaken for conpassion. |[|f Paul didn't appear
to be nore than ordinarily concerned about Marty's condition and

synpt ons--that was good news.

"He gave ne his spare copy of the new People," Marty said.
"Uh-oh. You say that as if he handed you a bag of dog poop."
"Well, it isn't what | was hoping for."

"It's not as bad as you think," she said.
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"How do you know? You haven't even seen it yet."
"But | know you and how you are about these things."

"In the one photo, | look like the Frankenstein nonster with a bad
hangover."

"I'"ve always | oved Boris Karloff."

He sighed. "I suppose | can change ny name, have sone plastic surgery,
and nove to Brazil. But before I book a flight to Rio, do you want mne
to pick up the kids at school ?"

"I"ll get them They'|ll be an hour |ater today."

"Ch, that's right, Mnday. Piano |essons.

"We'll be home by four-thirty, she said. "You can show ne Peopl e and
spend the evening crying on ny shoul der."

"To hell with that. [1'll show you People and spend the evening ki ssing
your breasts."

"You're special, Marty."
"l love you, too, kid."

When she hung up, Paige was smling. He could always nake her smle,
even in darker nonents.

She refused to think about the strange phone call, about illness or
fugues or pictures that nade himlook |like a nonster

Appreci ate the nmoment.

She did just that for a mnute or so, then called MIlie on the intercom
and asked her to send in Samant ha and Sean Acheson

In his office, he sits in the executive chair behind the desk. It is
confortable. He can alnpbst believe he has sat in it before.

Nevert hel ess, he is nervous.

He switches on the conputer. It is an IBMPC with substantial hard-disk
storage. A good nachine. He can't renenber purchasing it.

After the systemruns a data-nanagenent program the oversize screen
presents himwith a

"Main Sel ection Menu" that includes eight choices,
mostly word-processing software. He chooses WrdPerfect 5.1, and it is
| oaded.

He doesn't recall being instructed in the operation of a conputer or in
the use of WordPerfect. This training is cloaked in amesiac msts, as
is his training in weaponry and his uncanny famliarity with the street
systens of various cities. Evidently, his superiors believed he would
need to understand basic conputer operation and be famliar with certain
software prograns in order to carry out his assignnents.

The screen cl ears.

Ready.
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In the | ower right-hand corner of the blue screen, white letters and
nunbers tell himthat he is in docunent one, on page one, at line one,
in the tenth position

Ready. He is ready to wite a novel. H s work.

He stares at the blank nonitor, trying to start. Beginning is nore
difficult than he had expected.

He has brought a bottle of Corona fromthe kitchen, suspecting he m ght
need to lubricate his thoughts. He takes a |ong swall ow.

The beer is cold, refreshing, and he knows that it is just the thing to
get hi m goi ng.

After finishing half the bottle, confidence renewed, he begins to type.
He bangs out two words, then stops, The man The man what ?
He stares at the screen for a mnute, then types "entered the room"

But what roon? 1In a house? An office building? Wat does the room

| ook Iike? Wwo elseis init? Wat is this man doing in this room why
is he here? Does it have to be a roon? Could he be entering a train, a
pl ane, a graveyard?

He del etes "entered the roont and replaces it with "was tall."

So the man is tall. Does it matter that he is tall? WII tallness be
important to the story? How old is he? What color are his eyes, his
hair? |s he Caucasian, black, Asian? Wat is he wearing? As far as
that goes, does it have to be a man at all? Couldn't it be a woman?

O a child?

Wth these questions in nmind, he clears the screen and starts the story
fromthe beginning, He stares at the screen. It is terrifyingly blank

Infinitely blanker than it was before, not just three letters bl anker
with the deletion of "man."

The choices to follow that sinple article, "the," are lintless, which
makes the selection of the second word a great deal nore daunting than
he woul d have supposed before he sat in the black | eather chair and
switched on the machi ne.

He del etes

"The."

The screen is clear
Ready.

He finishes the bottle of Corona. It is cold and refreshing, but it
does not lubricate his thoughts.

He goes to the bookshelves and pulls off eight of the novels bearing his
name, Martin Stillwater. He carries themto the desk, and for a while
he sits and reads first pages, second pages, trying to kick-start his
br ai n.

His destiny is to be Martin Stillwater. That nmuch is perfectly clear
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He will be a good father to Charlotte and Emly.
He will be a good husband and | over to the beautiful Paige.
And he will wite novels. Mstery novels.

Evidently, he has witten them before, at |east a dozen, so he can wite
themagain. He sinply has to re-acquire the feeling for howit is done,
rel earn the habit.

The screen is bl ank.
He puts his fingers on the keys, ready to type.
The screen is so blank. Blank, blank, blank. Mocking him

Suspecting that he is nmerely inhibited by the soft persistent hum of the
moni tor fan and the demandi ng el ectronic-blue field of docunent one,
page one, he switches off the conputer. The resultant silence is a

bl essing, but the flat gray glass of the nonitor is even nore nocking
than the blue screen, turning the machi ne off seens |ike an adm ssion of
def eat .

He needs to be Martin Stillwater, which neans he needs to wite.

The man. The nman was. The man was tall with blue eyes and blond hair,
wearing a blue suit and white shirt and red tie, about thirty-years old,
and he didn't know what he was doing in the roomthat he entered.

Dam. No good. The man. The nman. The man .

He needs to wite, but every attenpt to do so leads quickly to
frustration. Frustration soon spawns anger. The familiar pattern

Anger generates a specific hatred for the conputer, a loathing of it,
and al so a | ess focused hatred of his unsatisfactory position in the
world, of the world itself and every one of its inhabitants. He needs
so little, so pathetically little, just to belong, to be |like other
people, to have a hone and a fam |y, to have a purpose that he
under st ands.

Is that so much? Is it? He does not want to rub elbows with the high
and mighty, dine with socialites. He is not asking for fane.

After much struggle, confusion, and |oneliness, he now has a hone and
wife and two children, a sense of direction, a destiny, but he feels it
slipping anay fromhim through his fingers. He needs to be Martin
Stillwater, but in order to be Martin Stillwater, he needs to be able to
wite, and he can't wite, can't wite, damm it all, can't wite.

He knows the street |ayout of Kansas City, other cities, and he knows
al | about weaponry, about picking |ocks, because they seeded that

know edge in hi m-whoever "they" are--but they haven't seen fit also to
i npl ant the know edge of how to wite nystery novels, which he needs, oh
so desperately needs, if he is ever to be Martin Stillwater, if he is to
keep his lovely wife, Paige, and his daughters and his new destiny,
which is slipping, slipping, slipping through his fingers, his one
chance at happiness swiftly evaporating, because they are against him
all of them the whole world, set against him deternmined to keep him

al one and confused. And why? Wy? He hates themand their

schenes and their facel ess power, despises themand their machines with
such bitter intensity that- --with a shriek of rage, he slans his fist
through the dark screen of the conputer, striking out at his own fierce
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reflection almost as much as at the nachine and all that it represents.

The sound of shattering glass is loud in the silent house, and the
vacuum i nside the nmonitor pops simultaneously with a brief hiss of
i nvading air.

He withdraws his hand fromthe ruins even as fragnents of glass are
still clinking onto the keyboard, and he stares at his bright blood.

Sharp slivers bristle fromthe webs between his fingers and froma
coupl e of knuckles. An elliptical shard is enbedded in the neat of his
pal m

Al though he is still angry, he is gradually regaining control of
himsel f. Viol ence sonmetinmes soot hes.

He swivels the chair away fromthe conputer to face the opposite side of
the U-shaped work area, where he leans forward to exam ne his wounds in
the light of the stained-glass lanp. The glass thorns in his flesh
sparkle like jewels.

He is experiencing only mld pain, and he knows it will soon pass. He
is tough and resilient, he enjoys splendid recuperative powers.

Sone of the fragments of the screen have not pierced his hand deeply,
and he is able to pry themout with his fingernails. But others are
firmy wedged in the flesh.

He pushes the chair away fromthe desk, gets to his feet, and heads for
the master bathroom He will need tweezers to extract the nore stubborn
splinters.

Al though he bled freely at first, already the flow is subsiding.

Neverthel ess he holds his armin the air, his hand straight up, so the
blood will trickle dowmn his wist and under the sleeve of his shirt
rather than drip on the carpet.

After he has plucked out the glass, perhaps he will tel ephone Paige at
wor k agai n.

He was so excited when he found her office nunber on the Rolodex in his
study, and he was thrilled to speak with her. She sounded intelligent,
sel f-assured, gentle. Her voice had a slightly throaty tinbre that he
found sexy.

It will be a wonderful bonus if she is sexy. Tonight, they will share a
bed. He will take her nore than once. Recalling the face in the

phot ograph and t he husky voice on the phone, he is confident that she
will satisfy his needs as they have never been satisfied before, that
she will not leave himunfulfilled and frustrated as have so nany ot her
wonen.

He hopes she natches or exceeds his expectations. He hopes there wll
be no reason to hurt her.

In the master bathroom he locates a pair of tweezers in the drawer
wher e Pai ge keeps her makeup, cuticle scissors, nail files, enery
boards, and other groomi ng aids.

At the sink, he holds his hand over the basin. Although he has already
stopped bl eeding, the flow starts again at each point from which he
wor ks | oose a piece of glass. He turns on the hot water so the dripping
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bl ood will be sluiced down the drain.

Maybe tonight, after sex, he will talk with Paige about his witer's

bl ock. If he has been bl ocked before, she m ght renenber what steps he
took on other occasions to break the creative inpasse. Indeed, he is
sure she will know the solution

Pl easantly surprised and with a sense of relief, he realizes that he no
| onger has to deal with his problens alone. As a married man, he has a
devoted partner with whomto share the many troubl es of the day.

Rai sing his head, |ooking at his reflection in the mirror behind the
sink, he grins and says, "I have a wife now "

He notices a spot of blood on his right cheek, another on the side of
hi s nose.

Laughi ng softly, he says, "You're such a slob, Marty. You've got to
clean up your act. You have a wife now. Wyves |like their husbands to
be neat."

He returns his attention to his hand and, with the tweezers, picks at
the last of the prickling glass.

In an increasingly good nmood, he | aughs again and says, "Gonna have to
go out and buy a new computer nonitor first thing tonorrow "

He shakes his head, amazed by his own chil di sh behavior

"You're sonething else, Marty," he says. "But | guess witers are
supposed to be tenperanental, huh?"

After easing the final splinter of glass fromthe web between two
fingers, he puts down the tweezers and hol ds his wounded hand under the
hot water.

"Can't carry on like this any nore. Not any nore. You'll scare the
be-jesus out of little Emly and Charlotte."

He | ooks in the mirror again, shakes his head, grinning. "You nut," he
says to hinself, as if speaking with affection to a friend whose foibles
he finds charning. "Wat a nut."

Life is good.

, The | eaden sky settled |l ower under its own weight. According to a
radio report, rain would fall by dusk, ensuring rush-hour comruter
jamups that would nmake Hell preferable to the San Di ego Freeway.

Marty shoul d have gone directly hone from Guthridge's office.

He was close to finishing his current novel, and in the final throes of
a story, he usually spent as rmuch time as possible at work because
di stractions were ruinous to the narrative nmonentum

Besi des, he was uncharacteristically apprehensive about driving. Wen
he t hought back, he could account for the tinme mnute by mnute since
he'd | eft the doctor and was sure he hadn't called Paige while in a
fugue behind the wheel of the Ford. O course, a fugue victimhad no
menory of being afflicted, so even a neticul ous reconstruction of the
past hour might not reveal the truth.

Researching On hundreds of niles and interacted with dozens of people
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while in a disassociative condition yet later could recall nothing
they' d done.

The danger wasn't as grave as drunken driving . . . though operating a
ton and a half of steel at high speed in an altered state of
consci ousness wasn't snart.

Nevert hel ess, instead of going honme, he went to the Mssion Viejo Mall.

Much of the workday was al ready shot. And he was too restless to read
or watch TV until Paige and the girls got hone.

When t he going gets tough, the tough go shopping, so he browsed for
books and records, buying a novel by Ed McBain and a CD by Al an Jackson,
hopi ng that such rmundane activities would help himforget his troubles.
He strolled past the cookie shop twice, coveting the big ones with
chocol ate chi ps and pecans but finding the will power to resist their

al lure.

The world is a better place, he thought, if you're ignorant of good
nutrition.

When he left the mall, sprinkles of cold rain were painting canoufl age
patterns on the concrete sidewal k. Lightning flashed as he ran for the
Ford, caissons of thunder rolled across the enbattl ed sky, and the
sprinkl es becane heavy volleys just as he pulled the door shut and
settl ed behind the steering wheel

Driving home, Marty took considerable pleasure in the glinmer of
rain-silvered streets, the burbling splash of the tires churning through
deep puddl es--and the sight of swaying pal mfronds, which seened to be
conmbi ng the gray tresses of the stornmy sky and whi ch rem nded hi m of
certain Somerset Maugham stories and an old Bogart film Because rain
was an infrequent visitor to drought-stricken California, the benefit
and novel ty outwei ghed the inconvenience.

He parked in the garage and entered the house by the connecting door to
the kitchen, enjoying the danp heaviness of the air and the scent of
ozone that always acconpanied the start of a storm

In the shadowy kitchen, the |l um nous green display of the electronic
clock on the stove read 4,10. Paige and the girls mght be hone in
twenty m nutes

He switched on | anps and sconces as he noved fromroomto room The
house never felt homier than when it was warmand well |ighted while
rain drummed on the roof and the gray pall of a stormveiled the world
beyond every wi ndow. He decided to start the gas-log fire in the
famly-roomfireplace and to lay out all of the fixings for hot

chocol ate so it could be made i medi ately after Paige and the girls
arrived.

First, he went upstairs to check the fax and answering machines in his
office. By now Paul CGuthridge's secretary should have called with a
schedul e of test appointnents at the hospital

He also had a wild hunch his literary agent had |left a nmessage about a
sale of rights in one foreign territory or another, or maybe news of an
offer for a filmoption, a reason to cel ebrate.

Curiously, the stormhad i nproved his nood instead of darkening it,
probably because incl ement weather tended to focus the mnd on the
pl easures of hone, though it was always his nature to find reasons to be
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upbeat even when combn sense suggested pessimsmwas a nore realistic
reaction. He was never able to stewin gloomfor |Iong, and since
Sat urday he'd had enough negative thoughts to |ast a couple of years.

Entering his office, he reached for the wall switch to flick on the
overhead |ight but left it untouched, surprised that the stained-glass
lanp and a work |lanmp were aglow. He al ways extinguished Iights when

| eaving the house. Before he'd gone to the doctor's office, however,
he'd been inexplicably oppressed by the bizarre feeling of being in the
pat h of an unknown Juggernaut, and evidently he'd not had sufficient
presence of mind to switch off the | anps.

Renenbering the panic attack at its worst, in the garage, when he'd been
nearly incapacitated by terror, Marty felt some of the air bleeding out
of his balloon of optimsm

The fax and answering nachi nes were on the back corner of the U shaped
work area. The red nessage |light was blinking on the latter, and a
couple of flinmsy sheets of thernmal paper were in the tray of the forner.

Bef ore he reached either machine, Marty saw the shattered vi deo displ ay,
glass teeth bristling fromthe frane. A black maw gaped in the center
A piece of glass crunched under his shoe as he pushed his office chair
asi de and stared down at the conputer in disbelief.

Jagged pieces of the screen littered the keyboard.

A twi st of nausea knotted his stomach. Had he done this, too, in a
fugue? Picked up sone blunt object, hamered the screen to pieces?

Hs life was disintegrating |ike the ruined nonitor.

Then he noticed sonething el se on the keyboard in addition to the gl ass.
In the dimlight he thought he was | ooking at drops of nelted chocol ate.

Frowni ng, Marty touched one of the splotches with the tip of his index
finger. It was still slightly tacky. Sone of it stuck to his skin.

He nmoved his hand under the work |anp. The sticky substance on his
fingertip was dark red, alnmost maroon. Not chocol ate.

He raised his stained finger to his nose, seeking a defining scent.

The odor was faint, barely detectable, but he knew at once what it was,
probably had known fromthe nonent he touched it, because on a deep
primtive level he was programmed to recognize it. Bl ood.

Whoever destroyed the nmonitor had been cut.
Marty's hands were free of |acerations.

He was utterly still, except for a crawing sensation along his spine,
which left the nape of his neck creped with goosefl esh

Slowy he turned, expecting to find that soneone had entered the room
behind him But he was al one.

Rai n pumel ed the roof and gurgled through a nearby downspout.

Lightning flickered, visible through the cracks between the wi de slats
of the plantation shutters, and peals of thunder reverberated in the
wi ndow gl ass.

He listened to the house.
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The only sounds were those of the storm And the rapid thud of his
heart beat .

He stepped to the bank of drawers on the right-hand side of the desk,
slid open the second one. This norning he had placed the Snith & Wsson
9mm pi stol in there, on top of sone papers. He expected it to be

m ssing, but again his expectations were not fulfilled. Even in the
soft and beguiling light of the stained-glass |anp, he could see the
handgun gl eam ng darkly.

"I need ny life."

The voice startled Marty, but its effect was nothing conpared to the
paral ytic shock that seized hi mwhen he | ooked up fromthe gun and saw
the identity of the speaker. The man was just inside the hallway door

He was wearing what m ght have been Marty's own jeans and fl annel shirt,
which fit himwell because he was a deadringer for Marty. |In fact, but
for the clothes, the intruder m ght have been a reflection in a mrror.

"I need ny life," the nan repeated softly.

Marty had no brother, twin or otherwise. Yet only an identical twin
coul d be so perfectly matched to himin every detail of face, height,
wei ght, and body type.

"Wy have you stolen ny life?" the intruder asked with what seened to
be genuine curiosity. His voice was |level and controlled, as if the
question was not entirely insane, as if it was actually possible, at

|l east in his experience, to steal a life.

Realizing that the intruder sounded |like him too, Marty closed his eyes
and tried to deny what stood before him He assuned he was

hal | uci nati ng and was, hinself, speaking for the phantomin a sort of
unconsci ous ventriloquism Fugues, an unusually intense nightmare, a
pani ¢ attack, now hallucinations. But when he opened his eyes, the
doppel ganger was still there, a stubborn illusion

"Who are you?" the doubl e asked.

Marty coul d not speak because his heart felt as if it had noved into his
throat, each fierce beat al nbst choking him And he didn't dare to
speak because to engage in conversation with an hall ucination woul d
surely be to lose his final tenuous grasp on sanity and descend entirely
i nto nmadness.

The phantomrefined its question, still speaking in a tone of wonder and
fasci nation but nonethel ess nenacing for its hushed voice, "What are
you?"

Wth none of the eerie fluidity and ghostly shimrer of either a
psychol ogi cal or supernatural apparition, neither transparent nor

radi ant, the double took another step into the room Wen he noved,
shadows and |ight played over himin the sane manner as they would have
caressed any three-di nensional object. He seenmed as solid as a rea
nman.

Marty noticed the pistol in the intruder's right hand. Held against his
thigh. Mizzle pointed at the floor.

The doubl e advanced one nore step, stopping no nore than eight feet from
the other side of the desk. Wth a half-smle that was nore unnerving
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than any gl ower could have been, the gunman said, "How does this happen?
What now? Do we sonehow becone one person, fade into each other, |ike
in some crazy science-fiction novie " Terror had sharpened Marty's
senses. As if looking at his doppel ganger through a magnifying gl ass,

he coul d see every contour, line, and pore of its face. |In spite of the
dimlight, the furniture and books in the shadowed areas were as clearly
detailed as those itenms on which the glow of lamps fell. Yet with al

hi s hei ght ened powers of observation, he did not recognize the nake of
the other's pistol

"--or do | just kill you and take your place?" the stranger continued.
"And if | kill you--" It seemed that any hallucination he conjured woul d
be carrying a weapon with which he was faniliar.

"--do the nenories you've stolen from nme becone m ne again when you're
dead? If | kill you--" After all, if this figure was nerely a synbolic
threat spewed up by a di seased psyche, then everything--the phantom his
clothes, his armanent--had to cone from Marty's experience and

i magi nat i on.

"--am | made whol e? When you're dead, will | be restored to ny fanily?
And will | know howto wite again?"
Conversely, if the gun was real, the double was real

Cocking his head, leaning forward slightly, as if intensely interested
in Marty's response, the intruder said, "I need to wite if I'mgoing to
be what |'mneant to be, but the words won't come."

The one-sided conversation repeatedly surprised Marty with its twists
and turns, which didn't support the notion that his troubl ed psyche had
fabricated the intruder.

Anger entered the double's voice for the first tinme, bitterness rather
than hot fury but rapidly growing fiery, "You ve stolen that too, the
words, the talent, and | need it back, need it now so bad | ache.

A purpose, neaning. Do you know? You understand? Whatever you are,
can you understand? The terrible emptiness, hollowness, God, such a

deep, dark hollowness." He was spitting out the words now, and his eyes
were fierce. "I want what's mne, nine, dacm it, ny life, nmine, | want
my life, ny destiny, my Paige, she's nmine, ny Charlotte, ny Emily--" The
wi dth of the desk and eight feet beyond, eleven feet in all, point-blank
range.

Marty pulled the 9nm pistol fromthe desk drawer, grasping it in both
hands, thunbing off the safety, squeezing the trigger even as he raised
the muzzle. He didn't care if the target was real or some form of
spirit. Al he cared about was obliterating it before it killed him

The first shot tore a chunk out of the far edge of the desk, and wood
splinters exploded |ike a swarm of angry wasps bursting into flight.

The second and third rounds hit the other Marty in the chest.

They neither passed through himas if he were ectoplasm nor shattered
himas if he were a reflection in a mrror, but instead catapulted him
backward, off his feet, taking himby surprise before he could raise his
own gun, which flew out of his hand and hit the floor with a hard thud.
He crashed agai nst a bookcase, clawing at a shelf with one hand, pulling
a dozen volunes to the floor, blood spreading across his chest--sweet
Jesus, so much bl ood eyes wide with shock, no cry escapi ng hi mexcept
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for one hard low "uh" that was nore a sound of surprise than pain.

The bastard should have fallen like a rock down a well, but he stayed on
his feet. In the sane noment that he slamed into the bookcase, he
pushed away fromit, staggered-plunged through the open doorway, into
the upstairs hall, out of sight.

Stunned nore by the fact that he'd actually pulled the trigger on
soneone than that the "soneone" was the mrror inmage of hinself, Marty
sagged agai nst the desk, gasping for breath as desperately as if he
hadn't inhal ed since the double had first wal ked into the room

Maybe he hadn't. Shooting a man for real was a whole hell of a |ot
different fromshooting a character in a novel, it alnobst seened as if,
in some magi cal fashion, part of the inpact of the bullets on the target
redounded on the shooter hinself. H's chest ached, he was dizzy, and
his peripheral vision briefly succunbed to a thick seeping darkness

whi ch he pressed back with an act of wll.

He didn't dare pass out. He thought the other Marty must be badly
wounded, dying, naybe dead. God, the spreadi ng bl ood on his chest,
scarl et bl ossons, sudden roses. But he didn't know for sure.

Maybe the wounds only | ooked nortal, maybe the brief glinpse he'd had
was m sl eadi ng, and nmaybe the double was not only still alive but strong
enough to get out of the house and away. |f the guy escaped and lived,
sooner or later he'd be back, just as weird and crazy but even angri er,
better prepared. Marty had to finish what he started before his double
had a chance to do the sane.

He gl anced at the phone. Dial 911. Get the police, then go after the
wounded nan.

But the desk cl ock was beside the phone, and he saw the tine-4, 26

Paige and the girls. On their way home from school, |ater than usual,
del ayed by piano lessons. Ch, ny God. |If they cane into the house and
saw the other Marty, or found himin the garage, they'd think he was
their Marty, and they'd run to him frightened by his wounds, wanting to
hel p, and maybe he would still be strong enough to harmthem Was the
pi stol that he dropped his only weapon? Can't nmke that assunption

Besi des, the son of a bitch could get a knife out of the rack in the
kitchen, the butcher's knife, hide it against his side, behind his back,
let Emly get close, then jamit through her throat, or deep into
Charlotte's belly.

Every second counted. Forget 911. Waste of tine. The cops wouldn't
get there before Paige.

As Marty rounded the desk, his |l egs were wobbly, but |ess so as he
crossed the roomtoward the hallway. He saw blood splattered on the
wal | , 00zing down the spines of his own books, staining his name. A
creeping tide of darkness |apped at the edges of his vision again. He
cl enched his teeth and kept goi ng.

When he reached the double's pistol, he kicked it deeper into the room
farther fromthe doorway. That sinple act gave hima surge of
confidence because it seened |like sonething a cop would have the
presence of mnd to do--nmake it harder for the perp to regain his
weapon.

Maybe he could handle this, get through it, as strange and scary as it
was, the blood and all. Maybe he woul d be okay.
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So nail the guy. Make sure he's down, all the way down and all the way
out.

To wite his nystery novels, he'd done a ot of research into police
procedures, not merely studying police-acadeny textbooks and training
films but riding with uniformed cops on night patrols and hangi ng out

wi th plainclothes detectives on and off the job. He knew perfectly well
how best to go through a doorway under these circunstances.

Don't be too confident. Figure the creep has anot her weapon besides the
one he dropped, gun or knife. Stay |low, clear that doorway fast.

Easier to die in a doorway than anywhere el se because every door opens
on the unknown. Keep your gun in both hands as you nove, arns in front
of you, straight and | ocked, sweep |left and right as you cross the
threshol d, swinging the gun to cover both flanks Then slip to one side
or the othe rand keep your back against the wall as you nobve, so you

al ways know your back is safe, only three sides to worry about.

Al of that wi sdom flashed through his mnd, as it mght have passed
through the mind of one of his hard-nosed police characters--yet he
behaved |i ke any panicked civilian, stunbling heedlessly into the
upstairs hall, holding the pistol in only his right hand, arms | oose,
breat hi ng expl osively, making nore of a target than a threat of hinself,
because when you cane right down to it, he wasn't a cop, only an asshol e
who sonetimes wote about them No matter how | ong you indul ged the
fantasy, you couldn't live the fantasy, you couldn't act like a cop in a
pressurized situation unless you had trained |like a cop. He had been as
guilty as anyone of confusing reality and fiction, thinking he was as
invincible as the hero on a printed page, and he'd been damed | ucky the
other Marty hadn't been waiting for him The upstairs hall was

desert ed.

He | ooked exactly |ike ne.

Coul dn't think about that now, no tinme for it yet. Concentrate on
staying alive, wasting the bastard before he hurt Paige or the girls.

If you survive, there'll be time to seek an explanation for that
ast oni shi ng resenbl ance, solve the nystery, but not now

Li sten. Mvenent?

Maybe.

No. Not hi ng.

Keep the gun up, nuzzle ai ned ahead.

Just outside the office doorway, a smeary handprint in wet blood marred
the wall. A horrid anpbunt of blood was puddl ed on the |ight-beige
carpet there. At least part of the tine when Marty had stood behind his
desk, stunned and tenporarily imuobilized by the violence, the wounded
man had | eaned against this hallway wall, perhaps trying unsuccessfully
to staunch his bl eedi ng wounds.

Marty was sweating, nauseated and afraid. Perspiration trickled into
the corner of his left eye, stinging, blurring his vision. He blotted
his slick forehead with his shirt sleeve, blinked furiously to wash the
salt out of his eye.

When the intruder had shoved away fromthe wall and started
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nmovi ng- - perhaps while Marty was still frozen behind his desk--he had
wal ked through his own pool ed blood. H's route was marked by
fragmentary red inprints of the ridged patterns on athletic-shoe soles
as well as by a continuous scarlet drizzle.

Silence in the house. Wth a little luck, mybe it was the sil ence of
t he dead.

Shivering, Marty cautiously followed the repulsive trail past the hal
bat h, around the corner, past the doubl e-door entrance to the dark
mast er bedroom past the head of the stairs. He stopped at that point
where the second-floor hall becane a gallery overlooking the living
room

On his right was a bl eached oak railing, beyond which hung the brass
chandel i er that he'd switched on when he'd passed through the foyer
earlier. Below the chandelier were the descending stairs and the
two-story, tile-floored entrance foyer that flowed directly into the
two-story living room

To his left and a few feet farther along the gallery was the room Pai ge
used as a hone office. One day it would beconme anot her bedroom for
Charlotte or Emily when they decided they were ready to sleep
separately. The door stood half open. Bat-black shadows swarnmed
beyond, relieved only by the gray stormlight of the waning day, which
hardly penetrated the w ndows.

The blood trail led past that office to the end of the gallery, directly
to the door of the girls' bedroom which was closed. The intruder was
inthere, and it was infuriating to think of himanong the girls'

bel ongi ngs, touching things, tainting their roomwth his blood and
madness.

He recall ed the angry voice, touched with lunacy yet so like his own
voi ce, My Paige, she's mine, ny Charlotte, nmy Emly .

"Li ke hell, they're yours,'
squarely at the cl osed door.

Marty said, keeping the Smith & Wesson ai ned

He gl anced at his wistwatch.
4, 28.
Now what ?

He could stay there in the hallway, ready to blow the bastard to Hell if
the door opened. Wait for Paige and the kids, shout to them when they
came in, tell Paige to call 911. Then she could hustle the kids across
the street to Vic and Kathy Del orio's house, where they'd be safe, while
he covered the door until the police arrived.

That pl an sounded good, responsible, cool and calm Briefly, the
knocki ng of his heart against his ribs becane | ess insistent, |ess
puni shi ng.

Then the curse of a witer's imagination hit himhard, a black whirl poo
sucki ng himdown into dark possibilities, the curse of what if, what if,
what if. What if the other Marty was still strong enough to push open
the window in the girls' room clinb out onto the patio cover at the
back of the house, and junp down to the lawn fromthere?

What if he fled along the side of the house and out to the street just
as Paige was pulling into the driveway with the girls?
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It mght happen. Could happen. Wuld happen. O sonething el se just
as bad woul d happen, worse. The whirlpool of reality spun out nore
terrible possibilities than the darkest thoughts of any witer's m nd.

In this age of social dissolution, even on the nost peaceful streets in
the qui etest nei ghborhoods, unexpected acts of grotesque savagery coul d
occur, whereupon people were shocked and horrified but not surprised.

He mi ght be guarding the door to a deserted room
4, 29.

Pai ge mi ght be turning the corner two bl ocks away, entering their
street.

Maybe the nei ghbors had heard the gunshots and had al ready called the
police. Please, God, let that be the case.

He had no conscionabl e choice but to throw open the door to the girls'
room go in, and confirmwhether The Other was there or not.

The Gther. 1In his office, when the confrontation had begun, he'd
qui ckly dismi ssed his initial thought that he was dealing with sonething
supernatural. A spirit could not be as solid and three-di nensional as

side of the line between |ife and death woul d not be vul nerable to
bullets. Yet a feeling of the uncanny persisted, weighed heavier on him
monent by nonent. Al though he suspected that the nature of this
adversary was far stranger than ghosts or shape-changi ng denbns, that it
was sinultaneously nore terrifying and nore nmundane, that it was born of
this world and no other, he nevertheless could not help but think of it
internms usually reserved for stories of haunting spirits, Ghost,
Phant om Revenant, Apparition, Specter, The Uninvited, The Undying, The
Entity.

The O her.
The door wait ed.
The silence of the house was deeper than death.

Al ready focused narrowy on the pursuit of The OGther, Marty's attention
constricted further, until he was oblivious of his own heartbeat, blind
to everything but the door, deaf to all sounds except those that m ght
come fromthe girls' room conscious of no sensation except the pressure
of his finger on the trigger of the pistol

The bl ood trail.

Red fragnents of shoeprints.
The door.

Wi ti ng.

He was rooted in indecision
The door.

Sonet hi ng suddenly cl attered above him He snapped his head back and
| ooked at the ceiling. He was directly under the three-footsquare,
seven-foot-deep shaft that soared up to a dome-shaped Pl exi gl as sky
clatter of rain.
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As if the strain of indecision had snapped himback to the full spectrum
of reality, he was abruptly deluged by all the voices of the storm of
whi ch he'd been utterly unaware while tracki ng The O her.

He' d been intently listening through the background racket for the

steal thi er sounds of his quarry. Now the w nd's gibbering-hooting

moani ng, the rataplan of rain, fulmnant thunder, the bony scraping of a
tree linb agai nst one side of the house, the tinny rattle of a | oose
section of rain gutter, and |l ess identifiable noises flooded over him

The nei ghbors coul dn't have heard gunshots above the raging storm So
much for that hope.

Marty seened to be swept forward by the tunult, along the blood trail,
one hesitant step, then another, inexorably toward the waiting door.

The stormushered in an early twlight, bleak and protracted, and Paige
had the headlights on all the way hone fromthe girls' school.

Though turned to the highest speed, the wi ndshield w pers could barely
cope with the cataracts that poured out of the draining sky.

Ei ther the | atest drought would be broken this rainy season or nature
was playing a cruel trick by raising expectations she would not fulfill.

Intersections were flooded. Qutters overflowed. The BMN spread great
white wings of water as it passed through one deep puddl e after another.
And out of the m sty nurk, the headlights of oncomng cars swam at them
i ke the searching | anmps of bathyscaphes probi ng deep ocean trenches.

"We're a submarine," Charlotte said excitedly fromthe passenger seat
besi de Pai ge, |ooking out of the side wi ndow through plunes of tire
spray, "swimmng with the whales, Captain Nenp and the autihis twenty
t housand | eagues beneath the sea, giant squids stal king us.

Renenber the giant squid, Mom fromthe novie?"

"I remenber," Paige said w thout taking her eyes fromthe road.

"Up periscope," Charlotte said, gripping the handl es of that inmaginary
instrument, squinting through the eyepiece. "Raiding the sea |anes,
ranm ng ships with our super-strong steel bow -boom -and the crazy
captain playing his huge pipe organ! You renenber the pipe organ, MnP"

"l renmenber.”

"Di ving deeper, deeper, the pressure hull starting to crack, but the
crazy Captain Nenmp says deeper, playing his pipe organ and sayi ng
deeper, and all the tine here cones the squid." She broke into the

shark's theme fromthe novie Jaws, "Dumdum dum dum dundum dum dum
da- da- dum "

"That's silly," Emly said fromthe rear seat.

Charlotte turned in her shoul der harness to | ook back between the front
seats. "What's silly?"

"G ant squid."

"Ch, is that so? Maybe you wouldn't think they were so silly uf you
were swi mm ng and one of them cane up under you and bit you in half, ate
you in two bites, then spit out your bones |ike grape

"Squid don't eat
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people," Emly said.
"Of course they do."
"Gt her way around."
"Huh?"
"People eat squid," Emly said.
"No way."
"\ay. "
"Where'd you get a dunb idea like that?"
"Saw it on a nmenu at a restaurant."”
"What restaurant?" Charlotte asked.

"Couple different restaurants. You were there. Isn't it true,
Mom -don't people eat squid?”

"Yes, they do," Paige agreed.

"You're just agreeing with her so she won't | ook Iike a dunb
seven-year-old," Charlotte said skeptically.

"No, it's true," Paige assured her. "People eat squid."

"How?" Charlotte asked, as if the very thought beggared her
i magi nat i on.

"Well," Paige said, braking for a red traffic light, "not all in one
pi ece, you know. "

"I guess not!" Charlotte said. "Not a giant squid, anyway."

"You can slice the tentacles and saute themin garlic butter for one

thing," Paige said, and | ooked at her daughter to see what inpact that
bit of culinary news would have

Charlotte grimaced and faced forward again. "You're trying to gross ne
out."

"Tastes good," Pai ge insisted.
"1'"d rather eat dirt."
"Tastes better than dirt, | assure you."

Emily piped up fromthe back seat again, "You can also slice their
tentacles and french-fry 'em

"That's right," Paige said.
Charlotte's judgnent was sinple and direct, "Yuck."
"They're like little onion rings, only squid," Enmily said.

"This is sick."

"Little gummy french-fried squid rings dripping gooey squid ink," Emly
sai d, and gi ggl ed.
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Turning in her seat again to look at her sister, Charlotte said, "You're
a disgusting troll."

"Anyway," Emily said, "we're not in a submarine.”

"Of course we're not," Charlotte said. "W're in a car."

"No, we're in a hypofoil."
"A what ?"

Emily said, "Like we saw on TV that tinme, the boat that goes between
Engl and and sonewhere, and it rides on top of the water, really
zooooom ng al ong. "

"Honey, you nean 'hydrofoil,"

" Pai ge said, taking her foot off the

brake when the light turned green, and accel erating cautiously across
the flooded intersection

"Yeah," Emly said. "Hyderfoil. W're in a hyderfoil, going to Engl and
to neet the queen. |1'mgoing to have tea with the queen, drink tea and
eat squid and talk about the famly jewels."

Pai ge al nost | aughed out |oud at that one.
"The queen doesn't serve squid," Charlotte said exasperatedly.

"Bet she does," said Emly

"No, she serves crunpets and scones and trollops and stuff,"” Charlotte
sai d.

This time Paige did |augh out |oud. She had a vivid inage in her head,
The very proper and graci ous Queen of England inquiring of a gentleman
guest if he would like a trollop with his tea, and indicating a garish
hooker waiting nearby in Frederick's of Hollywood |ingerie.

"What's so funny?" Charlotte asked.

Stifling her |augh, Paige lied, "Nothing, | was just thinking about
sonet hi ng, sonething el se, happened a long tine ago, wouldn't seem funny
to you now, just an old Momry nenory."

The last thing she wanted was to inhibit their conversation
When she was in the car with them she rarely turned on the radio.

Not hing on the dial was half as entertaining as the Charlotte and Emly
Show.

As the rain began to fall harder than ever, Enily proved to be in one of
her nore | oquaci ous noods. "It's a lot nore fun going on a hyderfoil to
see the queen than being in a submarine with a giant squid chonping on
it."

"The queen is boring," Charlotte said.
"I's not."
"I's too."

"She has a torture chanber under the pal ace."”

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (83 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:32 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt
Charlotte turned in her seat again, interested in spite of herself.
"She does?"
"Yeah," Emily said. "And she keeps a guy down there in an iron nc"

" An
iron mask?"

"An iron mask," Enily repeated somberly.

"\ 2"

"He's real ugly," Emly said

Pai ge deci ded both of them were going to grow up to be witers

They had inherited Marty's vivid and restless imgination. They would
probably be as driven to exercise it as he was, although what they wote
woul d be quite different fromtheir father's novels, and far different
fromthe work of each other

She couldn't wait to tell Marty about submarines, hyderfoils, giant
squids, french-fried tentacles, and trollops with the queen

She had decided to take Paul Guthridge's prelimnary diagnosis to heart,
attribute Marty's unnerving synptons to nothing but stress, and stop
worrying--at |least until they got test results revealing something
worse. Nothing was going to happen to Marty. He was a force of nature,
a deep well of energy and laughter, indomtable and resilient. He would
bounce back just as Charlotte had bounced of f her deathbed five years
ago. Nothing was going to happen to any of them because they had too
much living to do, too nmany good times ahead of them

A fierce bolt of |ightning--which seldom acconpanied stornms in southern
California but which blazed in plenitude this tinme crackled across the
sky, pulling after it a bang of thunder, as incandescent as any
celestial chariot that might carry God out of the heavens on Judgnent
Day.

Marty was only six or eight feet fromthe girls' bedroomdoor. He
approached fromthe hinged side, so he could reach across for the knob,
hurl the door inward, and avoid silhouetting hinself squarely in the
frane.

Trying not to tread in the bl ood, he glanced down for just a second at
the carpet, where the spatters of gore were smaller and fewer than at
other points along the hall. He glinpsed an anonaly that registered
only subconsciously at first, and he eased forward another step with his
gaze riveted on the door again before fully realizing what he'd seen, an
i mpression of the forward half of a shoe sole, faintly inked in red,
like twenty or thirty others he'd already passed, except that the narrow
portion of this inprint, the toe, was pointed differently fromall the
others, in the wong direction, back the way he had cone.

Marty froze as he grasped the inport of the shoeprint.
The Other had gone as far as the girls' bedroombut not into it.

He had turned back, having sonehow reduced the fl ow of bl ood so
dramatically that he was no longer clearly marking his trail--except for
one telltale shoeprint and perhaps a couple that Marty hadn't noticed.
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Swi ngi ng around, holding the gun in both hands, Marty cried out at the
sight of The Other coming at himfrom Paige's office, noving much too
fast for a man with chest wounds and mnus a pint or two of blood. He
hit Marty hard, smashing in under the pistol, driving himinto the
gallery railing and forcing his arns up.

Marty pulled the trigger reflexively while he was being carried
backward, but the bullet ploughed into the hallway ceiling. The sturdy
handrail slamed the small of his back, and a half-strangl ed scream
escaped him as white-hot pain shot horizontally across his kidneys and
pl ayed spi ke-shoed hopscotch up the knuckl ed staircase of his spine.

Even as he screanmed, he lost the gun. It popped out of his hands and
arced back over his head into the enpty vaulted space behind him

The tortured oak railing shuddered, a loud dry crack signal ed i mi nent
col l apse, and Marty was sure they were going to crash into the
stairwell. But the balusters did not give way, and the handrail held
fast to the newel post at each end.

Pressing relentlessly forward, The O her bent Marty backward and over
the balustrade, trying to strangle him Hands of iron

Fingers like hydraulic pincers driven by a powerful notor. Conpressing
the carotid arteries.

Marty ranmed a knee into his assailant's crotch, but it was bl ocked.

The attenpt left himunbal anced, with just one foot on the floor, and he
was shoved farther across the balustrade, until he was both pinned
agai nst and bal anced on the handrai l

Choki ng, unable to breathe, aware that the worst danger was the

dim nution of blood to his brain, Marty clasped his hands in a wedge and
drove them upward between The Gther's arns, trying to spread them wi der
and break the strangulating grip. The assailant redoubled his efforts,
determned to hold tight. Marty strained harder, too, and his

overwor ked heart pounded pai nfully agai nst his breastbone.

They shoul d have been equally natched, damm it, they were the sane
hei ght, sanme weight, same build, in the sanme physical condition, to al
appear ances the sanme man.

Yet The Ot her, though suffering two potentially nortal bullet wounds,
was the stronger, and not nerely because he had the advantage of a
superior position, better |everage. He seened to possess inhuman power.

Face to face with his duplicate, washed by each hot expl osive breath,
Marty mi ght have been gazing into a mrror, though the savage reflection
before himwas contorted by expressions he'd never seen on his own face.
Bestial rage. Hatred as purely toxic as cyani de.

Spasns of nmani acal pleasure twisted the fanmliar features as the
strangler thrilled to the act of nurder.

Wth |lips peeled back fromhis teeth, spittle flying as he spoke,
i mpossi bly but repeatedly tightening his strangl ehold to enphasi ze his
words, The Gther said, "Need ny life now, ny life, mne, mne, now

Need ny famly, now, mne, now, now, now, need it, NEED IT!"

Negative fireflies swooped and darted across Marty's field of vision,
negati ve because they were the photo-opposite of the |anternbearing
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fireflies on a warm sumrer ni ght, not pulses of light in the darkness
but pul ses of darkness in the light. Five, ten, twenty, a hundred, a
teeming swarm The | oom ng face of The Ot her vani shed in sections under
the blinking black swarm

Despairing of breaking the assailant's grip, Marty clawed at the
hate-filled face. But he couldn't quite reach it. H s every effort
seenmed feebl e, hopel ess.

So many negative fireflies.

G i npsed between them the vicious and wathful face of his wife's
demandi ng new husband, the dom neering face of his daughters' stern new
f at her.

Fireflies. Everywhere, everywhere. Spreading their w ngs of
obliteration.

Bang. Loud as a rifle shot. Second, third, fourth expl osions-one right
after another. Balusters breaking.

The handrail cracked. Sagged backward. It no |onger received support
fromthe balusters that had gone to splinters under it

Marty stopped resisting the attacker and frantically tried to wap his
|l egs and arnms around the railing in the hope of clinging to the anchored
remai ns i nstead of hurtling out through the opening gap

But the center section of the balustrade disintegrated so conpletely, so
swiftly, he couldn't find purchase in its crunbling elenents, and the
wei ght of his clutching assailant lent gravity nore assistance than it
required. As they teetered on the brink, however, Marty's actions
altered the dynamics of their struggle just enough so The Qher rolled
past himand fell first. The assailant let go of Marty's throat but
dragged himalong in the top position. They dropped into the stairwell,
crashed through the outer railing, instantly making kindling of it, and
slamed into the Mexican-tile floor of the foyer

The drop had been sixteen feet, not a trenmendous di stance, probably not
even a lethal distance, and their nonmentum had been broken by the | ower
railing. Yet the inpact knocked out what little breath Marty had drawn
on the way down, even though he was cushioned by The Qther, who hit the
Mexi can tiles back-first with the resoundi ng thwack of a sl edgehamrer.

Gaspi ng, coughing, Marty pushed away from his double and tried to
scranbl e out of reach. He was breathless, |ightheaded, and not sure if
he had broken any bones. Wen he gasped, the air stung his raw throat,
and when he coughed, the pain night not have been worse if he'd tried to
swal l ow a tangl ed wad of barbed wire and bent nails. Scranbling
cat - qui ck, which was what he had in mnd, actually proved to be out of
the question, and he could only drag hinmself across the foyer floor,

hi tching and shuddering |ike a bug that had been squirted with

i nsecti ci de.

Bl i nki ng away tears squeezed out of himby the violent coughing, he
spotted the Smth & Wesson. It was about fifteen feet away, well beyond
the point at which the transition fromtile floor to hardwod marked the
end of the entrance foyer and the beginning of the Iiving room
Considering the intensity with which he focused on it and the dedication
wi th which he dragged his hal f-nunb and achi ng body toward it, the

pi stol m ght have been the Holy Gail.

He becane aware of a runble separate fromthe sounds of the storm
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followed by a thunp, which he blearily assunmed had sonething to do with
The OQther, but he didn't pause to | ook back. Maybe what he heard was a
death twitch, heels drunmming on the floor, one final convul sion

At the very |l east the bastard must be gravely injured.

Crippled and dying. But Marty wanted to get his trenbling hands on the
gun before celebrating his own survival

He reached the pistol, clutched it, and let out a grunt of weary
triunph. He flopped on his side, wheeled around, and ai med back toward
the foyer, prepared to discover that his dogged pursuer was | ooni ng over
hi m

But The Other was still flat on his back. Legs splayed out.
Arms at his sides. Mdtionless. Mght even be dead. No such |uck

H's head lolled toward Marty. His face was pale, glazed with sweat, as
white and shiny as a porcel ain nask.

"Broke," he wheezed.

He seemed able to nove only his head and the fingers of his right hand,
though not the hand itself. A grimace of effort, rather than pain,
contorted his features. He lifted his head off the floor, and the
stillvital fingers curled and uncurled like the | egs of a dying
tarantul a, but he appeared incapable of sitting up or bending either |eg
at the knee.

"Broke," he repeated.

Sonething in the way the word was spoken nade Marty think of a toy
sol di er, bent springs, and ruined gears.

St eadyi ng hinself against the wall with one hand, Marty got to his feet.
"Gonna kill ne?" The O her asked.

The prospect of putting a bullet in the brain of an injured and

def ensel ess man was repul sive in the extrenme, but Marty was tenpted to
conmmit the atrocity and worry about the psychol ogi cal and | ega
consequences |later. He was restrained as nuch by curiosity as by noral
consi derati ons.

"Kill you? Love to." H s voice was hoarse and no doubt would be so for
a day or two, until he recovered fromthe strangul ati on attenpt.

"Who the hell are you?" Every raspy word reni nded himof how fortunate
he was to have lived to ask the question

The | ow runbl e cane agai n, the same noi se he had heard when he'd been
crawming toward the pistol. This time he recognized it, not the

convul sions and drummr ng heels of a dying man, but sinply the vibrations
of the automatic garage door, which had been going up the first tine,
and whi ch now was comni ng down.

Voi ces arose in the kitchen as Paige and the girls entered the house
fromthe garage

Less shaky by the second, and having caught his breath, Marty hurried
across the living room toward the dining room eager to stop the kids
before they saw anythi ng of what had happened. For a long tinme to cone,
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they woul d have trouble feeling confortable in their own honme, know ng
an intruder had gotten in and had tried to kill their father.

But they would be nore seriously traumatized if they saw the destruction
and t he bl oodstai ned man |ying paral yzed on the foyer floor. Considering
the macabre fact that the intruder was also a dead-ringer for their
father, they m ght never sleep well in this house again.

When Marty burst into the kitchen fromthe dining room letting the

swi ngi ng door slap back and forth behind him Paige turned in surprise
fromthe rack where she was hanging her raincoat. Still in their yellow
slickers and floppy vinyl hats, the girls grinned and tilted their heads
expectantly, probably figuring that his explosive entrance was the start
of a joke or one of Daddy's silly inpronptu performances.

"Get themout of here," he croaked at Paige, trying to sound cal m
defeated by his coarse voice and all-too-evident tension

"What ' s happened to you?"

"Now," he insisted, "right away, take them across the street to Vic and
Kat hy's. "

The girls saw the gun in his hand. Their grins vanished, and their eyes
wi dened.

Pai ge said, "You're bleeding. What--"

"Not ne," he interrupted, belatedly realizing that he'd gotten the bl ood
of The O her all over his shirt when he'd fallen atop the man.

"I'"m okay."
"What ' s happened?" Pai ge demanded.

Yanki ng open the connecting door to the garage, he said, "W've had a
thing here." His throat hurt when he tal ked, yet he was all but
babbling in his urgent desire to get themsafely out of the house,

i ncoherent for perhaps the first time in his word-obsessed life. "A
problem a thing, Jesus, you know, |like a thing that happened, sone
troubl e"

"Marty--"

"Come on, over to the Delorios' place, all of you."

He stepped across the threshold, into the dark garage, hit the Genie
button, and the big door runbled upward. He net Paige's eyes.

"They' || be safe at the Delorios' place."

Not bothering to pull her coat off the rack, Paige shepherded the girls
past him into the garage, toward the rising door.

"Call the police," he shouted after her, wincing at the pain that a
shout cost him

She gl anced back at him her face lined with worry.
He said, "I'mall right, but we got a guy here, shot bad."

"Conme with us," she pl eaded.

"Can't. Call the police."
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"Marty--"
"Go, Paige, just go!"

She nmoved between Charlotte and Enily, took each of them by the hand,
and | ed themout of the garage, into the downpour, turning to | ook back
at himonly once nore.

He watched until they reached the end of the driveway, checked |eft and
right for traffic, and then started across the street.

Step by step, as they noved away through the silver curtains of rain,
they | ooked less like real people and nore like three retreating
spirits. He had the disconcertingly present feeling that he would never
see themalive again, he knew it was nothing nore than an irrationa
adrenal i ne hyped reaction to what he'd been through, but the fear took
root in himand grew neverthel ess.

A cold wet wind invaded the deepest reaches of the garage, and the
perspiration on Marty's face felt as if it had been instantly
transforned into ice.

He stepped back into the kitchen and pushed the door shut.

Though he was shivering, half freezing, he craved a cold drink because
his throat burned as if it harbored a kerosene fire.

Maybe the man in the foyer was dyi ng, having convul sions right that
second, or a heart attack. He was in dammed bad shape. So it would be
a good idea to get in there and watch over him in case CPR was
necessary before the authorities arrived. Marty didn't care if the guy
di ed--want ed hi m dead--but not until a |lot of questions were answered
and these recent events nmade at | east sonme sense.

But before he did anything el se, he had to get a drink to soothe his
throat. Right now, every swallow was torture. Wen the cops arrived,
he woul d have to be prepared to do a | ot of talking.

Tap water didn't seemcold enough to do the trick, so he opened the
refrigerator, which he could have sworn was a | ot enptier than it had
been earlier in the day, and grabbed a carton of mlk. No, the idea of
m |k made himgag. M1k rem nded himof bl ood because it was a bodily
fluid, which was ridicul ous, of course, but the events of the past hour
were irrational, so it followed that some of his reactions would be
irrational as well. He returned the carton to the shelf, reached for
the orange juice, then saw the bottles of Corona and si xteen-ounce cans
of Coors. Nothing had ever | ooked nore desirable than those chilled
beers. He grabbed one of the cans because it contained one-third nore
ounces than a bottle of Corona.

The first long swallow fueled the fire in his throat instead of
gquenching it. The second hurt slightly less than the first, the third
| ess than the second, and thereafter every sip was as soothing as

medi cat ed honey.

Wth the pistol in one hand and the half-enpty can of Coors in the
other, shivering nore at the nmenory of what had happened and at the
prospect of what |ay ahead than because of the iv her h went back
through the house to the foyer.

The Ot her was gone.
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Marty was so startled, he dropped the Coors. The can rolled behind him
spilling foany beer on the hardwood floor of the Iiving room

Al t hough the can had slipped out of his grasp so easily, nothing short
of hydraulic prybars could have forced himto let go of the gun

Br oken bal usters, a section of handrail, and splinters littered the
foyer floor. Several Mexican tiles were cracked and chi pped fromthe
i mpact of hard oak and Smith & Wesson steel. No body.

From the monment the double entered Marty's office, the waking day had
drifted into nightmare without the usual prerequisite of sleep

Events had slipped the chains of reality, and his own honme had becone a
dark dreanscape. As surreal as the confrontation had been, he hadn't
seriously doubted its actuality while it had been playing out.

And he didn't doubt it now, either. He hadn't shot a fignment of the

m nd, been strangled by an illusion, or plunged al one through the
gallery railing. Lying incapacitated in the foyer, The Qther had been
as real as the shattered balustrade still scattered on the tiles.

Al arnmed by the possibility that Paige and the girls had been attacked in
the street before they had gotten to the Del orios' house, Marty turned
to the front door. It was locked. Fromthe inside. The security chain
was in place. The madman hadn't left the house by that route.

Hadn't left it at all. How could he, in his condition? Don't panic.
Be calm Think it through.

Marty woul d have bet a year of his life that The Gther's catastrophic
injuries had been real, not pretense. The bastard's back had been
broken. His inability to nove nore than his head and the fingers of one
hand neant his spine probably had been severed, as well, when he had
done his gravity dance with the fl oor

So where was he?

Not upstairs. Even if his spine hadn't been danaged, even if he'd
escaped quadripl egia, he couldn't have dragged his battered body up to
the second floor during the short time Marty had been in the kitchen

Opposite the entrance to the living room a small den opened off the
study. The dishwater-gray |light of the storm washed dusk seeped between
the open slats of the shutters, illumnating nothing. Mrty stepped
through the doorway, snapped on the lights. The den was deserted. At
the closet, he slid open the mrrored door, but The O her wasn't hiding
in there, either.

Foyer closet. Nothing. Powder bath. Nothing. The deep closet under
the stairs. Laundry. Family room Nothing, nothing, nothing.

Marty searched frantically, recklessly, heedl ess of his safety.

He expected to discover his woul d-be killer nearby and essentially
hel pl ess, perhaps even dead, this feeble attenpt at escape having
depleted the last of the man's resources.

Instead, in the kitchen, he found the back door standing open to the
patio. A gust of cold wind swept in fromoutside, rattling the cupboard
doors. On the rack by the entrance to the garage, Paige's raincoat
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billowed with false life.

VWhile Marty had been returning to the foyer via the dining room and
living room The O her had headed for the kitchen by another route. He
must have gone along the short hall that led fromthe foyer past the
powder bath and | aundry, and then crossed one end of the famly room

He coul dn't have crawl ed that far so quickly. He had been on his feet,
per haps unsteady, but on his feet nonethel ess.

No. It wasn't possible. GCkay, maybe the guy didn't have a severed
spine, after all. Mybe not even a fractured spine. But his back had
to have been broken. He couldn't sinply have sprung to his feet and
scanpered of f.

The waki ng ni ght mare had di splaced reality again. 1t was time once nore
to stal k--and be stal ked--by somet hi ng whi ch enjoyed the regenerative
powers of a nonster in a dream something which said it had cone | ooking
for alife and which seened fearfully equipped to take it.

Marty stepped through the open door onto the patio.

Renewed fear lifted himto a higher state of awareness in which colors
were nore intense, odors were nore pungent, and sounds were clearer and
nmore refined than ever before. The feeling was akin to the

i nexpressibly keen sensations of certain chil dhood and adol escent dreans
especially those in which the dreanmer travels the skies as effortlessly
as a bird, or experiences sexual conmunion with a worman of such
exquisite formthat, later, neither her face nor body can be recalled
but only the essential radiance of perfect beauty.

Those speci al dreans seened not to be fantasies at all but glinpses of a
greater and nore detailed reality beyond the reality of the waking
worl d. Stepping through the kitchen door, passing out of the warm house
into the cold real mof nature, Marty was strangely remi nded of the

ravi shing vividness of those |ong-forgotten visions, for now he
experienced simlarly acute sensations, alert to every nuance of what he
saw- hear d- snel | ed-t ouched.

From the thick thatching of bougainvillea overhead, scores of drips and
drizzles splashed into puddles as black as oil in the fading |ight.

Upon that liquid blackness floated crinson blossons in patterns that,
t hough random seened consciously nysterious, as portentous and full of
meani ng as the ancient calligraphy of sonme |ong-dead Chi nese nystic.

Around the perinmeter of the backyard--small and walled, as in nost

sout hern California nei ghborhoods--Indian |laurels and clustered eugeni as
shivered miserably in the brisk wind. Near the northwest corner

eucal yptus | ashed the air, sheddi ng oblong | eaves as snoky-silver as the
wi ngs of dragonflies. |In the shadows cast by the trees--and behind
several of the larger shrubs--were places in which a man coul d hi de.

Marty had no intention of searching there. |If his quarry had dragged

hi nsel f out of the house to cower in a chilly, sodden nest of jasm ne
and agapant hus, weak from | Q@SS of bl ood--which was nost |ikely the case
finding himwas not urgent. It was nore inportant to be sure he was not
at that nmonent escapi ng unpursued.

Long adapted to dry conditions and accustoned to only the water provided
by the sprinkler system choruses of toads sang fromtheir hidden

ni ches, scores of shrill voices that were usually charm ng but seened
eerie and threatening now. Above their aria rose the wail of distant
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but approachi ng sirens.

If the intruder was trying to get away before the police cane, the
possi bl e routes of escape were few He could have clinbed one of the
property walls, but that seened unlikely because, regardl ess of how

m racul ous his recovery, he sinply hadn't had sufficient tine to cross
the |l awn, push through the shrubs, and cl anber into one of the

nei ghbors' vyards.

Marty turned right and ran out fromunder the dripping patio cover.

Soaked to the skin in half a dozen steps, he followed the rear wal kway
al ong the house, then hurried past the back of the attached garage.

The downpour had lured snails fromnoi st and shadowy retreats where they
usual ly remained until well after nightfall. Their pale, jellied bodies
were stretched nost of the way out of their shells, thick feelers
questing ahead. Unavoidably, he stepped on a few, smashed themto pulp,
and through his nind flashed the superstitious notion that a cosnic
entity would at any second crush hi munderfoot with equal call ousness.

When he turned the corner onto the service wal kway fl anked by a garage
wal | and eugeni a hedge, he expected to see the |ook-alike |inping toward
the front of the property. The wal kway was desert ed.

The gate at the end stood half open.

The sirens were rmuch |ouder by the time Marty sprinted into the driveway
in front of the house. He sloshed through a gutter filled with four or
five inches of fast-flowing water as cold as the Styx, stepped into the
street, looked left and right, but as yet no police cars were in sight.

The O her was nowhere to be seen, either. Marty was al one on the
street.

In the next block south, too far off for himto recognize the make and

nodel , a car was speeding away. In spite of the fact that it was noving
too fast for weather conditions, he doubted it was driven by the
| ook-alike. He was still hard-pressed to believe the injured nan had

been able to walk, let alone reach his car and drive away so quickly.

Surely they would find the son of a bitch nearby, lying in shrubbery,
unconsci ous or dead. The car turned the corner much too fast, the thin
squeal of its protesting tires was audi ble above the plink, plop, and
susurration of the rain. Then it was gone.

Fromthe north, the banshee shriek of sirens abruptly swelled nuch

| ouder, and Marty turned to see a bl ack-and-white police sedan negoti ate
that corner alnmpst as fast as the other car had rounded the corner to
the south. Revolving red and bl ue emergency beacons threw bright

Fri sbees of light through the gray rain and across the bl acktop

The siren cut off as the sedan fishtailed to a stop twenty feet from
Marty in the center of the street, with stunt-driver dranatics that
seenmed excessive even under the circunstances.

The siren of a backup cruiser warbled in the distance as the front doors
of the first black-and-white flew open. Two uniforned officers cane out
of the cruiser, staying |low, sheltering behind the doors, shouting,
"Drop it! Nowi Do it! Drop it right now or die, asshole!

Nowt "
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Marty realized he was still holding the 9mm pistol. The cops knew
not hi ng nmore than what Paige had told them when she'd called 911, that a
man had been shot, so of course they figured he was the perp. If he

didn't do exactly what they denanded, and do it fast, they woul d shoot
hi m and be justified in doing so.

He et the gun fall out of his hand.
It clattered on the pavenent.
They ordered himto kick it away fromhinself. He conplied.

As they rose from behind the open car doors, one of the cops shouted,
"On the ground, facedown, hands behind your back!"

He knew better than to try to make them understand that he was the
victimrather than the perpetrator. They wanted obedi ence first,

expl anations later, and if their positions had been reversed he woul d
have expected the sanme thing of them

He dropped to his hands and knees, then stretched full Iength on the
street. Even through his shirt, the wet blacktop was so cold that it
took his breath away.

Vic and Kathy Delorio's house was directly across the street from where
he was |lying, and Marty hoped Charlotte and Em |y had been kept away
fromthe front windows. They shouldn't have to see their father flat on
the ground, under the guns of policenmen. They were already scared.

He renenbered their wi de-eyed stares when he'd burst into the kitchen
with the gun in his hand, and he didn't want them frightened further

The col d | eached into his bones.
The second siren suddenly grew rmuch | ouder from one second to the next.

He guessed the backup bl ack-and-white had turned a corner to the south
and was approaching fromthat end of the bl ock.

The piercing wail was as cold as a sharp icicle in the ear

Wth one side of his face to the pavenent, blinking rain out of his
eyes, he watched the cops approach. They kept their guns drawn.

When they tranped through a shall ow puddl e, the splashes seened huge
fromMarty's perspective.

As they reached him he said, "It's okay. | live here. This is ny
house." His speech, already raspy, was further distorted by the shivers
that wacked him He worried that he sounded drunk or denented.

"This is ny house."

"Just stay down," one of themsaid sharply. "Keep your hands behind
your back and stay down."

The ot her one asked, "You have any |D?"

Shuddering so badly that his teeth chattered, he said, "Yeah, sure, in
my wallet."”

Taki ng no chances, they cuffed himbefore fishing his wallet out of his
hi p pocket. The steel bracelets were still warmfromthe heated air of
the patrol car.
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He felt exactly as if he were a character in one of his own novels.
It was decidedly not a good feeling.

The second siren died. Car doors slamed. He heard the crackling
static and tinny voices of police-band radios.

"You have any photo ID in here?" asked the cop who had taken his
wal | et.

Marty rolled his left eye, trying to see sonething of the man above
knee-level. "Yeah, of course, in one of those plastic w ndows, a
driver's license."

In his novels, when innocent characters were suspected of crines they
hadn't commtted, they were often worried and afraid.

But Marty had never witten about the humliation of such an experience.
Lying on the frigid blacktop, prone before the police officers,.he was
mortified as never before in his life, even though he'd done nothing
wong. The situation itself--being in a position of utter subm ssion
whil e regarded with deep suspicion by figures of authority--seened to
trigger some innate guilt, a congenital sense of culpability identified,
feelings of shame because he was going to be found out, even though he
knew t here was nothing for which he could be bl aned.

"How old is this picture on your |license?" asked the cop with his
wal | et.

"Uh, | don't know, two years, three."
"Doesn't | ook nuch like you."

"You know what DW photos are like," Marty said, dismayed to hear nore
pl ea than anger in his voice

"Let himup, it's all right, he's ny husband, he's Marty Stillwater,"
Pai ge shouted, evidently hurrying toward them from the Del ori os' house.

Marty couldn't see her, but her voice gl addened himand restored a sense
of reality to the nightmarish nonent.

He told hinself that everything was going to be all right. The cops
woul d recogni ze their error, let himup, search the shrubbery around the
house and in nei ghbors' yards, quickly find the | ook-alike, and arrive
at an explanation for all the weirdness of the past hour

"He's ny husband," Paige repeated, nuch closer now, and Marty coul d
sense the cops staring at her as she approached.

He was blessed with an attractive wife who was well worth staring at
even when rain-soaked and di straught, she wasn't merely attractive but
smart, charm ng, amusing, loving, singular. H s daughters were great
kids. He had a prospering career as a novelist, and he profoundly

enj oyed his work. Nothing was going to change any of that. Nothing.

Yet even as the cops renoved the handcuffs and hel ped himto his feet,
even as Pai ge hugged himand as he enbraced her gratefully, Marty was
acutely and unconfortably aware that twlight was giving way to
nightfall. He |ooked over her shoul der, searching countless shadowed
pl aces along the street, wondering fromwhi ch nest of darkness the next
attack woul d come. The rain seened so cold that it ought to have been
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sl eet, the enmergency beacons stung his eyes, his throat burned as if
he'd gargled with acid, his body ached in a score of places fromthe
battering he had taken, and instinct told himthat the worst was yet to
core.

No.

No, that wasn't instinct speaking. That was just his overactive
i magi nati on at work. The curse of the witer's inagination. Al ways
searching for the next plot twist.

Life wasn't like fiction. Real stories didn't have second and third
acts, neat structures, narrative pace, escal ating denouenents.

Crazy things just happened, without the logic of fiction, and then life
went on as usual

The policenmen were all watching himhug Pai ge.
He thought he saw hostility in their faces.
Anot her siren swelled in the distance.

He was so col d.

The Okl ahoma night made Drew Gslett uneasy. Mle after nmile, on both
sides of the interstate highway, with rare exception, the darkness was
so deep and unrelenting that he seened to be crossing a bridge over an
enornously wi de and bottom ess abyss. Thousands of stars salted the
sky, suggesting an immensity that he preferred not to consider

He was a creature of the city, his soul in tune with urban bustle.

W de avenues flanked by tall buildings were the | argest open spaces with
which he was entirely confortable. He had Iived for nmany years in New
York, but he had never visited Central Park, those fields and val es were
encircled by the city, yet Gslett found themsufficiently |arge and
bucolic to make himedgy. He was in his elenment only in sheltering
forests of highrises, where sidewal ks teemed with people and streets
were jamed with noisy traffic. |In his mdtown Manhattan apartnent, he
slept with no drapes over the wi ndows, so the anbient |ight of the
metropolis flooded the room \When he woke in the night, he was
conforted by periodic sirens, blaring horns, drunken shouts, car-rattled
manhol e covers, and other nore exotic noises that rose fromthe streets
even during the dead hours, though at di m nished volune fromthe
glorious clash and jangle of nornings, afternoons, and evenings. The
conti nuous cacophony and infinite distractions of the city were the silk
of his cocoon, protecting him ensuring that he would never find hinself
in the quiet circunstances that encouraged contenplation and

i ntrospecti on.

Dar kness and silence offered no distraction and were, therefore, enem es
of contentnent. Rural Okl ahona had too damed nuch of both.

Slightly slunped in the passenger seat of the rented Chevrol et, Drew
Cslett shifted his attention fromthe unnerving | andscape to the
state-of-the-art electronic map that he was hol ding on his I|ap.

The device was as hig as an attache case, though square instead of
rectangul ar, and operated off the car battery through a cigarette
lighter plug. The flat top of it resenbled the front of a television
set, nostly screen with a narrow frane of brushed steel and a row of
control buttons. Against a softly |um nous |ine-green background,
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interstate highways were indicated in enmerald green, state routes in
yel l ow, and county roads in blue, unpaved dirt and gravel byways were
represented by broken black |ines. Population centers--precious fewin
this part of the world--were pink

Their vehicle was a red dot of l|ight near the mddle of the screen.

The dot noved steadily along the enerald-green line that was Interstate
40.

"About four ml|es ahead now," Gslett said.

Karl C ocker, the driver, did not respond. Even in the best of tines,
Cl ocker was not much of a conversationalist. The average rock was nore
tal kati ve.

The square screen of the electronic map was set to a md-range scale,

di splaying a hundred square mles of territory in a ten-nmle-by-ten-mle
grid. GCslett touched one of the buttons, and the map blinked off,
replaced al nost instantly by a twenty-five-square-mle block, five niles
on a side, that enlarged one quadrant of the first picture to fill the
screen.

The red dot representing their car was now four times larger than
before. It was no longer in the center of the picture but off to the
right side

Near the left end of the display, less than four mles away, a blinking
white X remai ned stationary just a fraction of an inch to the right of
Interstate 40. X nmarked the prize.

Cslett enjoyed working with the map because the screen was so col orful,
like the board of a well-designed video gane. He liked video ganes a
lot. In fact, although he was thirty-two, sone of his favorite places
were arcades, where arrays of cool machines tantalized the eye with
strobing light in every color and romanced the ear with incessant beeps,
tweets, buzzes, hoots, whoops, waw waws, clangs, boons, riffs of nusic,
and oscillating electronic tones.

Unfortunately, the map had none of the action of a gane. And it |acked
sound effects altogether.

Still, it excited himbecause not just anyone could get his hands on the
devi ce which was called a SATU, for Satellite Assisted Tracking Unit. It
wasn't sold to the public, partly because the cost was so exorbitant
that potential purchasers were too fewto justify marketing it broadly.
Besi des, some of the technol ogy was encunbered by strict

national -security prohibitions agai nst dissenination. And because the
map was primarily a tool for serious clandestine tracking and

surveill ance, nost of the relatively small nunber of existing units were
currently used by federally controll ed | aw enforcenment and
intelligence-gathering agencies or were in the hands of simlar

organi zations in co

"Three mles," he told C ocker
The hul king driver did not even grunt by way of reply.

Wres trailed fromthe SATU and term nated in a three-inch-dianeter
suction cup that GCslett had fixed to the highest portion of the curved
wi ndshield. A locus of mcromniature electronics in the base of the
cup was the transnmitter and receiver of a satellite up-link package.
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Thr ough coded bursts of mcrowaves, the SATU cculd quickly interface
with scores of geosynchronous conmuni cati on and survey satellites owned
by private industry and various mlitary services, override their
security systens, insert its programin their logic units, and enli st
themin its operations without either disturbing their primary functions
or alerting their ground nonitors to the invasion

By using two satellites to search for--and get a | ock on--the uni que
signal of a particular transponder, the SATU could triangul ate a precise
position for the carrier of that transponder. Usually the target
transmtter was an inconspi cuous package that had been planted in the
undercarriage of the surveillance subject's can-sonetines in his plane
or boat--so he could be followed at a distance w thout ever being aware
that someone was tailing him

In this case, it was a transponder hidden in the rubber heel and sol e of
a shoe.

Cslett used the SATU controls to halve the area represented on the
screen, thereby dramatically enlarging the details on the nap.

St udyi ng the new but equally colorful display, he said, "He's still not
movi ng. Looks |ike naybe he's pulled off the side of the road in a rest
stop."

The SATU microchi ps contai ned detail ed maps of every square mle of the
continental United States, Canada, and Mexico. |f GCslett had been
operating in Europe, the M deast or el sewhere, he could have installed
the suitable cartographical library for that territory.

"Two and a half mles," Cslett said.

Driving with one hand, C ocker reached under his sportcoat and wi thdrew
the revolver he carried in a shoulder holster. It was a Colt .357
Magnum an eccentric choice of weaponry--and sonewhat dated--for a man
in Karl Cocker's Iine of work. He also favored tweed jackets on the
el bows, and on occasion--as now -l eather |apels. He had an eccentric
collection of sweater vests with bold harl equin patterns, one of which
he was currently wearing. H s brightly colored socks were usually
chosen to clash with everything el se, and without fail he wore brown
suede Hush Puppies. Considering his size and deneanor, no one was
likely to comrent negatively on his taste in clothes, |et al one nake
unasked-for observations about his choice of handguns.

"Wn't need heavy firepower,"” GCslett said.

Wthout saying a word to GCslett, O ocker put the .357 Maghum on the seat
beside him next to his hat, where he could get to it easily.

"I'"ve got the trank gun,"” Oslett said. "That should do it."
Cl ocker didn't even | ook at him

Before Marty would agree to get out of the rainswept street and tell the
authorities what had happened, he insisted that a uniforned officer

wat ch over Charlotte and Enmily at the Delorios' house. He trusted Vic
and Kathy to do anything necessary to protect the girls.

But they would not be a match for the vicious relentl essness of The
O her.

He wasn't sanguine that even a well-arnmed guard was enough protection
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On the Delorios' front porch, rain streamed fromthe overhang.
It | ooked like holiday tinsel in the glow of the brass hurricane | anp.

Sheltering there, Marty tried to nake Vic understand the girls were
still in danger. "Don't |et anyone in except the cops or Paige."

"Sure, Marty." Vic was a physical -education teacher, coach of the loca
hi gh- school swi mring team Boy Scout troop |eader, primary notivator
behind their street's Nei ghborhood Watch program and organi zer of
various annual charity fund drives, an earnest and energetic guy who
enj oyed hel pi ng peopl e and who wore athl etic shoes even on occasions
when he also wore a coat and tie, as if nore formal footwear woul d not
allow himto nove as fast and acconplish as nmuch as he wi shed. "Nobody
but the cops or Paige. Leave it to ne, the kids will be okay with ne
and Kathy. Jesus, Marty what happened over there?"

"And for God's sake, don't give the girls to anyone, cops or anyone,
unl ess Paige is with them Don't even give themto ne unless Paige is
with ne.”

Vic Delorio | ooked amay fromthe police activity and blinked in
surprise.

In menory, Marty could hear the | ook-alike' s angry voice, see the flecks
of spittle flying fromhis mouth as he raged, | want ny life, ny Paige
my Charlotte, ny Enily .

"You understand, Vic?"
"Not to you?"
"Only if Paige is with ne. Only then."

“\What - - "

"I'"l'l explain later,"” Marty interrupted. "Everybody's waiting for nme."
He turned and hurried along the front walk toward the street, | ooking
back once to say, "Only Paige."

my Paige . . . ny Charlotte, ny Enmly

At home, in the kitchen, while recounting the assault to the officer who
had caught the call and been first on the scene, Marty allowed a police
technician to ink his fingers and roll themon a record sheet.

They needed to be able to differentiate between his prints and those of
the intruder. He wondered if he and The Ot her would prove to be as
identical in that regard as they seened in every other

Pai ge al so subnmitted to the process. It was the first tine in their
lives that either of them had been fingerprinted. Though Marty
understood the need for it, the whole process seened invasive.

After he got what he required, the technician noistened a paper towel
with a glycerol cleanser and said that it would renove all the ink. It
didn"t. No matter how hard he rubbed, dark stains remained in the
whorls of his skin.

Before sitting down to nake a nore conplete statenent to the officer in
charge, Marty went upstairs to change into dry clothes

He al so took four Anacin.
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He turned up the thernostat, and the house quickly overheat ed.

But periodic shivers still plagued him-1largely because of the unnerving
presence of so many police officers

They were everywhere in the house. Sonme were in unifornms, others were
not, and all of them were strangers whose presence nade Marty fee
further viol ated.

He hadn't anticipated how utterly a victims privacy was peel ed away
begi nning the noment he reported a serious crine. Policenmen and
technicians were in his office to photograph the room where the violent
confrontati on had begun, dig a couple of bullets out of the wall, dust
for fingerprints, and take bl ood sanples fromthe carpet.

They were al so phot ographing the upstairs hall, stairs, and foyer.

In their search for evidence that the intruder m ght have | eft behind,
they assunmed they had an invitation to poke into any room or cl oset.

O course they were in his house to help him and Marty was grateful for
their efforts. Yet it was enbarrassing to think that strangers night be
noting the admttedly obsessive way he organi zed the clothes in his

cl oset according to color-he and Enmily both--the fact that he collected
pennies and nickels in a half-gallon jar as night a boy saving for his
first bicycle, and other uninportant yet highly personal details of his
life.

And he was nore unsettled by the plainclothes detective in charge than
by the rest of them conbined. The guy's name was Cyrus Lowbock, and he
elicited a conpl ex response that went beyond nere enbarrassnent.

The detective could have made a good living as a nal e nodel posing for
magazi ne advertisenments for Rolls-Royce, tuxedoes, caviar, and

st ock- br okerage services. He was about fifty, trim with salt-and
pepper hair, a tan even in Novenber, an aquiline nose, fine cheekbones,
a dark-blue cable-knit sweater, and white shirt--he had taken off a

wi ndbr eaker - - Lowbock nmanaged to appear both distinguished and athletic,
al t hough the sports one woul d associate with himwere not football and
basebal | but tennis, sailing, powerboat racing, and other pursuits of
the upper classes. He |looked | ess |ike any popul ar i mrage of a cop than
like a man who had been born to wealth and knew how t o manage and
preserve it.

Lowbock sat across the dining-roomtable fromMarty, listening intently
to his account of the assault, asking questions largely to clarify the
details, and witing in a spiral-bound notebook with an expensive

bl ack- and- gol d Mont bl anc pen. Paige sat beside Marty, offering
enotional support. They were the only three people in the room

al t hough uni for Lowbock, and twi ce the detective excused hinself to
examni ne evi dence that had been deened rel evant to the case.

Si ppi ng Pepsi froma ceram c mug, soothing his throat while recounting
the life-and-death struggle with the intruder, Marty al so experienced a
resurgence of the inexplicable guilt that had first troubled himwhen
he'd lain on the wet street with his hands cuffed.

The feeling was no less irrational than before, considering that the

bi ggest crinme of which he could justifiably be accused was routine
contenpt for the speed limts on certain roads. But this tinme he
understood that part of his uneasiness resulted fromthe perception that
Li eutenant Cyrus Lowbock regarded himwi th qui et suspicion
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Lowbock was polite, but he did not say nuch. Hi s silences were vaguely
accusatory. Wien he wasn't taking notes, his zinc-gray eyes focused
unwaveringly, challengingly, on Marty.

Wiy the detective shoul d suspect himof being less than entirely
truthful was not clear. However, Marty supposed that after years of
police work, dealing with the worst el enments of society day in and day
out, the understandabl e tendency was toward cynicism Regardl ess of
what the Constitution of the United States pronised, a |ongtinme cop
pronounced wonen--were guilty until proven innocent.

Marty finished his story and took another |ong sip of cola.

Cold fluids had done all they could for his sore throat, the greater

di sconfort was now in the tissues of his neck, where throttling hands
had | eft the skin reddened and where extensive bruising would surely
appear by morning. Though the four Anacin were beginning to kick in, a
pai n akin to whiplash made hi mwi nce when he turned his head nore than a
few degrees in either direction, so he adopted a stiff-necked posture
and novenent.

For what seened an excessive length of tine, Lowbock paged through his
notes, reviewing themin silence, quietly tapping the Mntblanc pen
agai nst the pages.

The splash and tap of rain still enlivened the night, though the storm
had abated sonewhat.

Fl oor boards upstairs creaked now and then with the wei ght of the
policermen still at their assigned tasks.

Under the table, Paige's right hand sought Marty's left, and he gave it
a squeeze as if to say that everything was all right now.

But everything wasn't all right. Nothing had been expl ai ned or
resolved. As far as he knew, their trouble was just beginning.

my Paige . . . my Charlotte, ny Enmly

At | ast Lowbock | ooked at Marty. In a flat tone of voice that was
dammi ng precisely because of its conplete lack of interpretable
inflection, the detective said, "Quite a story."

"I know it sounds crazy." Marty stifled the urge to assure Lowbock that
he had not exaggerated the degree of resenblance between hinself and the
| ook-al i ke or any other aspect of his account. He had told the truth.
He was not required to apologize for the fact that the truth, in this

i nstance, was as astoundi ng as any fantasy.

"And you say you don't have a twin brother?" Lowbock asked
“"No, sir."

"No brother at all?"

"I"'man only child."

“Hal f brother?"

"My parents were narried when they were eighteen. Neither of them was
ever nmarried to anyone else. | assure you, Lieutenant, there's no easy
expl anation for this guy."
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"Wel |, of course, no other nmarriages woul d' ve been necessary for you to
have a half brother . . . or a full brother, for that matter," Lowbock
said, neeting Marty's eyes so directly that to | ook away from hi mwoul d
have been an admi ssion of sonething.

As Marty digested the detective's statenment, Paige squeezed his hand
under the table, an adnonition not to |l et Lowbock rattle him

He tried to tell hinself that the detective was only stating a fact,
whi ch he was, but it would have been decent to | ook at the notebook or
at the wi ndow when naki ng such inplications.

Replying alnost as stiffly as he was holding his head, Marty said, "Let
me see . . . | guess | have three choices then. Either ny father
knocked up nmy nother before they were nmarried, and they put this ful
brother--this bastard brother--up for adoption. O after ny folks were
married, Dad screwed around with sone other wonan, and she gave birth to
my half brother. O ny nother got pregnant by sone ot her guy, either
before or after she nmarried ny father, and that whol e pregnancy is a
deep, dark famly secret."

Mai nt ai ni ng eye contact, Lowbock said, "lI'msorry if | offended you, M.
Stillwater."

"I"'msorry you did, too."
"Aren't you being alittle sensitive about this?"

"Am 1?" Marty asked sharply, though he wondered if in fact he was
over-reacting.

"Sonme couples do have a first child before they' re ready to nmake that
commitnent," the detective said, "and they often put it up for
adoption. "

"Not ny fol ks."

"Do you know that for a fact?"
"l know them"

"Maybe you shoul d ask them"
"Maybe | will."

"When?"

“1'"11 think about it."

A smle, as faint and brief as the passing shadow of a bird in flight,
crossed Lowbock's face.

Marty was sure he saw sarcasmin that smle. But, for the life of him
he coul dn't understand why the detective would regard himas anything
| ess than an innocent victim

Lowbock | ooked down at his notes, letting the silence build for a while.

Then he said, "If this |look-alike isn't related to you, brother or half
brother, then do you have any idea how to explain such a renmarkabl e
resenbl ance?"

Marty started to shake his head, wi nced as pain shot through his neck.
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"No. No idea at all."

Pai ge said, "You want some aspirin?"

"Had some Anacin," Marty said. "I1'll be okay."

Meeting Marty's eyes again, Lowbock said, "I just thought you m ght have
a theory."

"No. Sorry."

"You being a witer and all."

Marty didn't get the detective's neaning. "Excuse nme?"

"You use your imagination every day, you earn a living with it."
" Goo"

"So | thought nmaybe you'd figure out this little mystery if you put your
mnd toit."

"I"'mno detective. |'mclever enough at constructing mysteries, but |
don't unravel them"™

"On television," Lowbock said, "the nystery witer any amateur
detective, for that matter--is always snmarter than the cops."”

"It's not that way in real life," Marty said.

Lowbock I et a few seconds of silence drift past, doodling on the bottom
of a page of his notes, before he replied, "No, it's not."

"l don't confuse fantasy and reality," Marty said a little too harshly.

"I woul dn't have thought you do,
concentrating on his doodle.

Cyrus Lowbock assured him

Marty turned his head cautiously to see if Paige showed any sign of
perceiving hostility in the detective's tone and manner. She was
frowni ng thoughtfully at Lowbock, which nmade Marty feel better, maybe he
was not over-reacting, after all, and didn't need to add paranocia to the
list of synptoms he had recounted to Paul Cuthridge.

Enbol dened by Paige's frown, Marty faced Lowbock again and said,
"Li eutenant, is sonething wong here?"

Rai sing his eyebrows as if surprised by the question, Lowbock said
archly, "It's certainly ny inpression that sonething's wong, or
ot herwi se you wouldn't have called us."

Restrai ning hinmself from making the caustic reply that Lowbock deserved,
Marty said, "I nean, | sense hostility here, and | don't understand the
reason for it. What's the reason?”

"Hostility? Do you?" Wthout |ooking up fromhis doodle, Lowbock
fromed. "Well, | wouldn't want the victimof a crine to be as
intimdated by us as by the creep who assaulted him That wouldn't be
good public relations, would it?" Wth that, he neatly avoided a direct
answer to Marty's question.

The doodl e was finished. 1t was a drawing of a pistol

"M. Stillwater, the gun with which you shot this intruder--was that the
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sanme weapon taken fromyou out in the street?"
"It wasn't taken fromne. | voluntarily dropped it when told to do so.
And, yes, it was the sane gun."
"A Snith and Wesson nine-nmillineter pistol?"
"Yes. "
"Did you purchase that weapon froma |licensed gun deal er?"
"Yes, of course.” Marty told himthe nane of the shop

"Do you have a receipt fromthe store and proof of pre-purchase review
by the proper |aw enforcenent agency?"

"What does this have to do with what happened here today?"

"Routine," Lowbock said. "I have to fill out all the little |ines on
the crinme report later. Just routine."

Marty didn't like the way the interview increasingly seemed to be
turning into an interrogation, but he didn't know what to do about it.

Frustrated, he |ooked to Paige for the answer to Lowbock's inquiry
because she kept their financial records for the accountant.

She said, "All the paperwork fromthe gun shop woul d be stapl ed together
and filed with all of our cancel ed checks for that year."

"W bought it naybe three years ago," Marty said.

"That stuff's packed away in the garage attic," Pai ge added.
"But you can get it for ne?" Lowbock asked
"Well . . . yes, with alittle digging around,"” Paige said, and she

started to get up fromher chair.
"Ch, don't trouble yourself right this mnute,"” Lowbock said.

"It's not that urgent." He turned to Marty again, "Wat about the Korth
thirty-eight in the glovebox of your Taurus? Did you buy that at the
sane gun shop?"

Surprised, Marty said, "Wat were you doing in the Taurus?"

Lowbock feigned surprise at Marty's surprise, but it seened cal cul ated
to look false, to needle Marty by mmcking him "In the Taurus?

Investigating the case. That is what we've been asked to do?

I nmean, there aren't any places, any subjects, you' d rather we didn't
| ook into? Because, of course, we'd respect your w shes in that
regard. "

The detective was so subtle in his nockery and so vague in his

i nsinuations that any strong response on Marty's part woul d appear to be
the reaction of a man with sonething to hide. dearly, Lowbock thought

he did have sonething to hide and was toying with him trying to rattle

himinto an inadvertent adm ssion

Marty al nost wi shed he did have an admission to nake. As they were
currently playing this gane, it was enornously frustrating.
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"Did you buy the thirty-eight at the sanme gun shop where you purchased
the Smth and Wesson?" Lowbock persi sted.

"Yes." Marty sipped his Pepsi

"Do you have the paperwork on that?"

"Yes, |I'msure we do."

"Do you always carry that gun in your car?"
"It was in your car today."

Marty was aware that Paige was |ooking at himwi th sonme degree of
surprise. He couldn't explain about his panic attack now or tell her
about the strange awareness of an onrushi ng Juggernaut which had
preceded it, and which had driven himto take extraordi nary precautions.
Consi deri ng the unexpected and | ess-than-benign turn the questioning had
taken, this was not information he wanted to share with the detective,
for fear he'd sound unbal anced and woul d find hinself involuntarily
committed for psychiatric eval uation

Marty sipped sone Pepsi, not to soothe his throat but to gain a little
time to think before responding to Lowbock. "I didn't know it was
there,"” he said at |ast.

Lowbock said, "You didn't know the gun was in your glovebox?"

"No. "

"Are you aware that it's illegal to carry a | oaded weapon in your car?"
And just what the hell were you people doing, poking around in ny car?

"Like | said, | didn't knowit was there, so of course | didn't know it
was | oaded, either."

" "You didn't load it yourself?"
"Well, | probably did."

"You nean, you don't renmenber if you loaded it or howit got in the
Taur us?"

"What probably happened . . . the last tinme | went to the shooting
range, maybe | loaded it for one nore round of target practice and then
forgot."

"And brought it honme fromthe shooting range in your gl ovebox?"

"That's right."

"When was the last time you were at the shooting range?”

"l don't know. . . three, four weeks ago."

"Then you' ve been carrying a | oaded gun around in your car for a nonth?"
"But 1'd forgotten it was in there."

One lie, told to avoid a m sdeneanor gun-possession charge, had led to a
string of lies. Al were mnor fal sehoods, but Marty had enough
grudgi ng respect for Cyrus Lowbock's abilities to know that he perceived
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themas untruthful. Because the detective already seenmed unreasonably
convi nced that the apparent victimshould be regarded instead as a
suspect, he woul d assune that each nendacity was further proof that dark
secrets were being concealed fromhim

Tilting his head back slightly, staring cooly yet accusingly at Marty,
using his patrician |ooks to intimdate but keeping his voice soft and
wi t hout inflection, Lowbock said, "M. Stillwater, are you al ways so
carel ess with guns?”

"I don't believe |I've been careless."”
The rai sed eyebrow again. "Don't you?"
"No. "

The detective picked up his pen and nade a cryptic note in his
spi ral -bound not ebook. Then he began to doodle again. "Tell nme, M.
Stillwater, do you have a permt to carry a conceal ed weapon?"

"No, of course not."
"I see."
Marty sipped his Pepsi

Under the table, Paige sought his hand again. He was grateful for the
contact.

The new doodl e was taking shape. A pair of handcuffs.
Lowbock said, "Are you a gun enthusiast, a collector?"
"No, not really."

"But you have a | ot of guns."

"Not so many."

Lowbock enunerated themon the fingers of one hand. "Wll, the Smth
and Wesson, the Korth--the Colt ML6 assault rifle in the foyer closet."

Ch, sweet Jesus.

Looking up fromhis hand, neeting Marty's eyes with that cool, intense
gaze, Lowbock said, "Were you aware the ML6 was al so | oaded?"

"I've bought all the guns primarily for research, book research

| don't like to wite about a gun without having used it." It was the
truth, but even to Marty it sounded like flinflam

"And you keep them | oaded, tucked into drawers and closets all over the
house?"

No safe answer occurred to Marty. |If he said he knew the rifle was

| oaded, Lowbock woul d want to know why anyone woul d need to keep a
mlitary weapon in such a state of readiness in a peaceful, quiet

resi dential nei ghborhood. An ML6 was sure as hell not a suitable
hone- def ense gun except, perhaps, if you lived in Beirut or Kuwait Gty
or South Central Los Angeles. On the other hand, if he said that he
hadn't known the rifle was | oaded, there would be nore snide questions
about his carel essness with guns and bol der insinuations that he was

| yi ng.
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Besi des, whatever he said m ght seem foolish or deceptive in the extrene
if they had al so found the Mbdssberg shotgun under the bed in the master
bedroom or the Beretta that he had stashed in a kitchen cabinet.

Trying not to |ose his tenper, he said, "Wat do nmy guns have to do with
what happened today? It seens to ne we've gotten way off the track,
Li eutenant . "

"I's that how it seens?" Lowbock asked, as if genuinely puzzled by
Marty's attitude.

"Yes, that's how it seems," Paige said sharply, obviously realizing she
was in a better position than Marty to be harsh with the detective.

"You nmake it seemas if Marty's the one who broke into sonebody's hone
and tried to strangle themto death."

Marty said, "Do you have nen searchi ng the nei ghborhood, have you put
out an APB?"

"An APB?"

Marty was irritated by the detective's intentional obtuseness.
"An APB for The Other."

Frowni ng, Lowbock said, "For the what?"

"For the | ook-alike, the other ne."

"Ch, yes, him" That wasn't actually an answer, but Lowbock went on
with his agenda before Marty or Paige could insist on a nore specific
reply, "lIs the Heckler and Koch anot her one of the weapons you purchased
for research?"

"Heckl er and Koch?"

"The P7. Fires nine-nmillinmeter ammunition."

"I don't own a P7."

"You don't? Well, it was lying on the floor of your office upstairs.”
"That was his gun," Marty said. "I told you he had a gun."”

"Did you know the barrel on that P7 is threaded for a silencer?"

"He had a gun, that's all | knew. | didn't take tine to notice if it
had a silencer. | didn't exactly have the leisure to catal ogue all its
features.

"Wasn't a silencer on it, actually, but it's threaded for one.

M. Stillwater, did you knowit's illegal to equip a firearmwith a
sil encer ?"

"I't's not my gun, Lieutenant."

Marty was begi nning to wonder if he should refuse to answer any nore
questions without an attorney present. But that was crazy.

He hadn't done anything. He was innocent. He was the victim for CGod's
sake. The police wouldn't even have been there if he hadn't told Paige
to call them
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"A Heckl er and Koch P7 threaded for a silencer--that's very nmuch a
prof essional's weapon, M. Stillwater. Hitman, assassin, whatever you
want to call him Wat would you call hinP"

"What do you nean?" Marty asked.

"Well, | was wondering, if you were witing about such a man, a
prof essional, what are the various terns you'd use to refer to hinP"

Marty sensed an unspoken inplication in the question, sonething that was
getting close to the heart of whatever agenda Lowbock was pronoting, but
he was not quite sure what it was.

Apparently Paige sensed it, too, for she said, "Exactly what are you
trying to say, Lieutenant?"

Frustratingly, Cyrus Lowbock edged away fromconfrontation again. In
fact, he lowered his gaze to his notes and pretended as if there had
been nothing nore to his question than casual curiosity about a witer's
choi ce of synonyms. "Anyway, you're very lucky that a professional like
this, a man who would carry a P7 threaded for a silencer, wasn't able to
get the best of you."

"I surprised him"
"Bvidently."
"By having a gun in nmy desk drawer."

"I't always pays to be prepared," Lowbock said. Then quickly, "But you
were |lucky to get the best of himin hand-to-hand conbat, too. A

prof essional |ike that would be a good close-in fighter, nmaybe even know
Tae Kwon Do or sonething, like they always do in books and novies."

"He was slowed a little. Two shots in the chest.”

Noddi ng, the detective said, "Yes, that's right, | renenber.
Qught to've brought down any ordinary nman."

"He was lively enough.” Marty tenderly touched his throat.

Changi ng subjects with a suddenness neant to be disconcerting, Lowbock
said, "M. Stillwater, were you drinking this afternoon?"

Gving in to his anger, Marty said, "It can't be explained away that
easily, Lieutenant."

"You weren't drinking this afternoon?”
"No. "

"Not at all?"

"No. "

"l don't nean to be argunentative, M. Stillwater, really |I don't, but
when we first met, | snelled al cohol on your breath. Beer, | believe.

And there's a can of Coors lying in the living room beer spilled on the
wood fl oor."

"l drank sone beer after."”
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"After what?"

"After it was over. He was lying on the foyer floor with a broken back
At least | thought it was broken."

"So you figured, after all that shooting and fighting, a cold beer was
just the thing."

Pai ge glared at the detective. "You're trying so hard to nake the whol e
busi ness sound silly--"

"--and | wish to hell you'd just cone right out and tell us why you
don't believe ne," Marty added.

"I don't dishbelieve you, M. Stillwater. | knowthis is all very
frustrating, you feel put-upon, you're still shaken up, tired. But I'm
still absorbing, listening and absorbing. That's what | do. |It's ny

j ob.

And | really haven't forned any theories or opinions yet."

Marty was certain that was not the truth. Lowbock had carried with him
a set of fully fornmed opinions when he'd first sat down at the
di ni ng-room t abl e.

After draining the last of the Pepsi in the nug, Marty said, "I al npst
drank sonme milk, orange juice, but ny throat was so sore, hurt like
hell, as if it was on fire. | couldn't swallow w thout agony.

VWhen | opened the refrigerator, the beer just |ooked a |ot better than
anything el se, the nost refreshing."

Wth his Mntblanc pen, Lowbock was again doodling on one corner of a

page in his notebook. "So you only had that one can of Coors."

"Not all of it. | drank half, maybe two-thirds. When ny throat was
feeling a little better, | went back to see how The Gher . . . howthe
| ook-alike was doing. | was carrying the beer with nme. | was so

surprised to see the bastard gone, after he'd | ooked hal f dead, the can
of Coors just sort of slipped out of ny hand."

Even though it was upside-down, Marty was able to see what the detective
was drawi ng. A bottle. A long-necked beer bottle.

"So then half a can of Coors," Lowbock said.
"That's right."

"Maybe two-thirds."

"Yes."

"But nothing nore."

"No. "

Fi ni shing his doodl e, Lowbock | ooked up fromthe notebook and said,
"What about the three enpty bottles of Corona in the trash can under the
ki tchen sink?"

"Rest area, this exit," Drew GCslett read. Then he said to C ocker, "You
see that sign?"

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (108 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:33 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt
Cl ocker did not reply.

Returning his attention to the SATU screen in his lap, GCslett said,
"That's where he is, all right, maybe taking a leak in the men's room
maybe even stretched out on the back seat of whatever car he's driving,
catching a few wi nks."

They were about to go into action against an unpredictable and

form dabl e adversary, but C ocker appeared unperturbed. Even though
driving, he seemed to be lost in a neditative state. Hi s bearlike body
was as relaxed as that of a Tibetan nonk in a transcendental swoon.

H s enornous hands rested on the steering wheel, the thick fingers only
slightly curled, maintaining the mnimmagrip. Gslett wouldn't have
been surprised to learn that the big man was steering the car nostly
with sonme arcane power of the mind. Nothing in C ocker's broad,
blunt-featured face indicated that he knew what the word "tension"
meant, pale brow as snmooth as polished marbl e, cheeks unlined,
sapphire-blue eyes softly radiant in the reflected Iight of the

i nstrument panel, gazing into the distance, not merely at the road ahead
but possibly beyond this world. H's wide nouth was open just enough to
accept a thin comunion wafer. His |lips were curved in the faintest of
smiles, but it was inpossible to know if he was pl eased by sonething he
was contenplating in a spiritual reverie or by the prospect of inm nent
vi ol ence.

Karl Cl ocker had a talent for violence.

For that reason, in spite of his taste in clothes, he was a man of his
times.

"Here's the rest area,
r oad.

Cslett said as they neared the end of the access

"Were else would it be?" d ocker responded.

"Huh?"

"I't is where it is.

The big man wasn't nuch of a tal ker, and when he did have something to
say, half the time it was cryptic. Oslett suspected O ocker of being

either a closet existentialist on-at the other end of the spectrum-a

New Age nystic. Though the truth nmight be that he was so totally

sel f-contained, he didn't need much human contact or interaction, his

own t houghts and observati ons adequately engaged and entertai ned him

One thing was certain, C ocker was not as stupid as he | ooked, in fact,
he had an 1 Q wel |l above average.

The rest-area parking lot was illumnated by eight tall sodiunvapor

| anps. After so many grimmles of unrelieved darkness, which had begun
to seemlike the blasted black barrens of a post-nucl ear |andscape,
Cslett's spirits were lifted by the glow of the tall |anps, though it
was a sickly urine-yellow remniscent of the sour light in a bad dream
No one woul d ever m stake the place for any part of Manhattan, but it
confirmed that civilization still existed.

A large notorhome was the only vehicle in sight. It was parked near the
concr et e-bl ock building that housed the confort stations.

"We're right on top of himnow " GOslett switched off the SATU screen
and placed the unit on the fl oor between his feet. Popping the suction
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cup off the windshield, dropping it on the electronic map, he said, "No
doubt about it--our Alfie's snug in that road hog.

Probably ripped it off some poor shmuck, now he's on the run with al
the conforts of home."

They drove past a grassy area with three picnic tables and parked about
twenty feet away fromthe Road King, on the driver's side

No lights were on in the notorhone.

"No matter how far off the tracks Alfie's gone," Cslett said, "I stil
think he'll respond well to us. W're all he has, right? Wthout us,
he's alone in the world. Hell, we're like his famly."

Cl ocker switched off the |lights and the engine.

Cslett said, "Regardl ess of what condition he's in, | don't think he'd
hurt us. Not old Alfie. Mybe he'd waste anyone el se who got in his
way but not us. VWhat do you think?"

Getting out of the Chevy, C ocker plucked both his hat and his Colt .357
Magnum of f the front seat.

Cslett took a flashlight and the tranquilizer gun. The bul ky pistol had
two barrels, over and under, each |oaded with a fat hypodernic
cartridge. It was designed for use in zoos and wasn't accurate at nore
than fifty feet, which was good enough for GCslett's purpose, since he
wasn't planning to go after any lions on the vel dt.

Cslett was grateful that the rest area was not crowded with travel ers.

He hoped that he and C ocker could finish their business and get away
before any cars or trucks pulled in fromthe highway.

On the other hand, when he got out of the Chevy and eased the door shut
behind him he was disturbed by the enptiness of the night. Except for
the singing of tires and the air-cutting whoosh of passing traffic on
the interstate, the silence was as oppressive as it nust be in the
vacuum of deep space. A copse of tall pines stood as backdrop to the
entire rest area, and, in the w ndl ess darkness, their heavy boughs
drooped |i ke swags of funeral bunting.

He craved the hum and bustle of urban streets, where ceaseless activity
of fered continuous distractions. Commotion provided escape from
contenplation. |In the city, the flash-clatter-spin of daily life
allowed his attention to be directed forever outward if he w shed,
sparing himthe dangers inherent in self-examn nation

Joining C ocker at the driver's door of the Road King, Oslett considered
maki ng as stealthy an entrance as possible. But if Afie was inside, as
the SATU el ectronic map specifically indicated, he was probably already
aware of their arrival

Besi des, on the deepest cognitive levels, Alfie was conditioned to
respond to Drew Gslett with absol ute obedience. It was al nost
i nconcei vabl e that he would attenpt to harmhim

Al nost .

They had al so been certain that the chances of Alfie going AWO L were
so small as to be nonexistent. They had been w ong about that.

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (110 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:33 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt
Time might prove them wong about other things.
That was why Oslett had the tranquilizer gun

And that was why he didn't try to dissuade Cl ocker from bringing the
. 357 Magnum

Steeling hinmself for the unexpected, Oslett knocked on the netal door

Knocki ng seemed a | udicrous way to announce himsel f under the
ci rcunst ances, but he knocked anyway, waited several seconds, and
knocked agai n, | ouder.

No one answer ed.
The door was unl ocked. He opened it.

Enough yellow light fromthe parking-lot lanps filtered through the
wi ndshield to illum nate the cockpit of the nmotorhome. Gslett could see
that no inmediate threat |ooned

He stepped up onto the door sill, leaned in, and | ooked back through the
Road King, which tunneled away into a swarning darkness as deep as the
chambers of ancient cataconbs.

Be at peace, Alfie," he said softly.

That spoken command shoul d have resulted in an inmrediate ritua
response, as in alitany, | amat peace, Father.

"Be at peace, Alfie," Cslett repeated | ess hopefully.
Si | ence.

Al t hough Cslett was neither Alfie's father nor a man of the cloth, and
therefore in no way could lay a legitimate claimto the honorific, his
heart neverthel ess woul d have been gl addened if he had heard the

whi spered and obedi ent reply, | am at peace, Father. Those five sinple
words, in an answering rmurnmur, would have neant that all was essentially
well, that Alfie' s deviation fromhis instructions was |ess a rebellion
than a tenmporary confusion of purpose, and that the killing spree on

whi ch he had enbarked was sonething that could be forgiven and put
behi nd t hem

Though he knew it was useless, Cslett tried a third time, speaking
| ouder than before, "Be at peace, Afie."

When nothing in the darkness answered him he switched on the flashlight
and clinbed into the Road King.

He couldn't help but think what a waste and humiliation it would be if
he got hinself shot to death in a strange notorhonme along an interstate
in the Gkl ahoma vastness at the tender age of thirty-twd. Such a bright
young man of such singular prom se (the nourners would say), with two
degrees--one from Princeton, one from Harvard--and an envi abl e pedi gree.

Movi ng out of the cockpit as C ocker entered behind him GCslett swept
the beamof the flashlight Ieft and right. Shadows billowed and fl apped
Ii ke bl ack capes, ebony w ngs, |ost souls.

Only a few nenbers of his fanmly--fewer still anmong that circle of
Manhattan artists, witers, and critics who were his friends--would know
in what line of duty he had perished. The rest would find the details
of his demise baffling, bizarre, possibly sordid, and they woul d gossip
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with the feverishness of birds tearing at carrion
The flashlight reveal ed Form ca-sheathed cabinets. A stove top
A stainless-steel sink

The nystery surroundi ng his peculiar death woul d ensure that nyths woul d
grow like coral reefs, incorporating every color of scandal and vile
supposition, but leaving his menory with precious little tint of

respect. Respect was one of the fewthings that mattered to Drew
Cslett. He had demanded respect since he was only a boy. It was his
birthright, not nerely a pleasing accoutrenent of the famly nane but a
tribute that nust be paid to all of the famly's history and
acconpl i shnents enbodied in him

"Be at peace, Alfie," he said nervously.

A hand, as white as marble and as solid-Iooking, had been waiting for
the flashlight beamto find it. The al abaster fingers trailed on the
carpet beside the padded booth of a dining nook. Higher up, the

whi t e- hai red body of a man sl unped over the bl oodstained table.

Pai ge got up fromthe dining-roomtable, went to the nearest w ndow,
tilted the shutter slats to make w der gaps, and stared out at the
gradually fading storm She was | ooking into the backyard, where there
were no lights. She could see nothing clearly except the tracks of rain
on the other side of the glass, which seened |ike gobs of spit, maybe
because she wanted to spit at Lowbock, right in his face.

She had nore hostility in her than did Marty, not just toward the
detective but toward the world. Al her adult life, she had been
struggling to resolve the conflicts of childhood that were the source of
her anger. She had made consi derable progress. But in the face of
provocation like this, she felt the resentnents and bitterness of her
chil dhood rising anew, and her directionless anger found a focus in
Lowbock, making it difficult for her to keep her tenper in check

Consci ous avoi dance facing the wi ndow, keeping the detective out of
sight--was a proven technique for maintaining self-control. Counsel or
supposed to reduce anger as well.

She hoped it worked better for her clients than it worked for her,
because she was still seething.

At the table with the detective, Marty seened determ ned to be
reasonabl e and cooperative. Being Marty, he would cling as |ong as
possi ble to the hope that Lowbock's nysterious antagoni smcould be
assuaged. Angry as he might be hinsel f--and he was angrier than she had
ever seen him-he still had trenmendous faith in the power of good
intentions and words, especially words, to restore and mai ntai n harnony
under any circunstances.

To Lowbock, Marty said, "It had to be himdrank the beers.”
"H nm?" Lowbock asked.

"The | ook-alike. He nust've been in the house a couple of hours while
was out."

"So the intruder drank the three Coronas?"
"I enptied the trash last night, Sunday night, so | know they aren't

enpties left fromthe weekend."
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"This guy, he broke into your house because . . . howdid he say it
exact|y?"

"He said he needed his life."
"Needed his life?"
"Yes. He asked me why 1'd stolen his life, who was |."

"So he breaks in here," Lowbock said, "agitated, tal king crazy,
well-armed . . . but while he's waiting for you to cone hone, he
deci des to kick back and have three bottles of Corona."

Wthout turning away fromthe w ndow, Paige said, "My husband didn't
have those beers, Lieutenant. He's not a drunk."

Marty said, "I'd certainly be willing to take a Breathal yzer test, if
you'd like. If I drank that nmany beers, one after another, mny bl ood
al cohol level would showit."

"Well," Lowbock said, "if we were going to do that, we should have
tested you first thing. But it's not necessary, M. Stillwater. I|I'm
certainly not saying you were intoxicated, that you inagined the whole
thing under the influence."

"Then what are you saying?" Pai ge demanded

"Sometimes," Lowbock observed, "people drink to give thenselves the
courage to face a difficult task."

Marty sighed. "Maybe |I'm dense, Lieutenant. | know there's an
unpl easant inplication in what you just said, but | can't for the life
of me figure out what |'m supposed to infer fromit."

"Did | say | nmeant for you to infer anything?"

"Wbul d you just please stop being cryptic and tell us why you're
treating me like this, like a suspect instead of a victinP"

Lowbock was silent.

Marty pressed the issue, "I know this situation is incredible, this
dead-ringer business, but if you'd just bluntly tell ne the reasons
you're so skeptical, I"'msure | could elinminate your doubts. At |east |
could try."

Lowbock was unresponsive for so long that Paige al nost turned fromthe
wi ndow to have a | ook at him wondering if his expression wuld revea
somet hi ng about the meaning of his silence.

Finally he said, "W live in a litigious world, M. Stillwater

If a cop nmakes the slightest nistake handling a delicate situation, the
departnent gets sued and sonetines the officer's career gets flushed
away. It happens to good nen."

"What ' ve | awsuits got to do with this? |I'mnot going to sue anyone,
Li eutenant.”

"Say a guy catches a call about an arnmed robbery in progress, so he
answers it, does his duty, finds hinself in real jeopardy, getting shot
at, blows away the perp in self-defense. And what happens next?"
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"l guess you'll tell nme.

"Next thing you know, the perp's famly and the ACLU are after the
departnent about excessive violence, want a financial settlenent.

They want the officer disnissed, even put the poor sucker on trial,
accuse himof being a fascist."

Marty said, "It stinks. | agree with you. These days it seens |like the
worl d's been turned upsi de-down but--"

"If the same cop doesn't respond with force, and sone bystander gets
hurt 'cause the perp wasn't blown away at the first opportunity, the
departnent gets sued for negligence by the victims famly, and the same
activists come down on our necks like a ton of bricks, but for different
reasons. People say the cop didn't pull the trigger fast enough because
he's insensitive to the mnority group the victimwas a part of,
woul d' ve been quicker if the victimwas white, or they say he's

i nconpetent, or he's a coward.”

"I wouldn't want your job. | know how difficult it is," Marty
conmi serated. "But no cop has shot or failed to shoot anyone here, and
I don't see what this has to do with our situation."

"A cop can get in as much troubl e nmaki ng accusati ons as he can shooting
perps," Lowbock sai d.

"So your point is, you' re skeptical of ny story, but you won't say why
until you've got absolute proof it's bullshit.”

"He won't even adnmit to being skeptical," Paige said sourly.

"He won't take any position, one way or the other, because taking a
position nmeans taking a risk."

Marty said, "But, Lieutenant, how are we going to get done with this,
how am | going to be able to convince you all of this happened just as
said it did, if you won't tell me why you doubt it?"

"M. Stillwater, | haven't said that | doubt you."

"Jesus," Paige said.

"All | ask," Lowbock said, "is that you do your best to answer ny
questions.”

"And all we ask," Paige said, still keeping her back to the man, "is

that you find the lunatic who tried to kill Marty."

"This | ook-alike." Lowbock spoke the word flatly, wthout any
infl ecti on what soever, which seenmed nore sarcastic than if he had said
it with a heavy sneer.

"Yes," Paige hissed, "this | ook-alike."

She didn't doubt Marty's story, as wild as it was, and she knew t hat
sonehow t he exi stence of the dead-ringer was tied to--and would
ultimtely explain--her husband's fugue, bizarre nightnmare, and other
recent problens.

Now her fury at the detective faded as she began to accept that the
police, for whatever reason, were not going to help them Anger gave
way to fear because she realized they were up agai nst sonet hi ng
exceedingly strange and were going to have to deal with it entirely on
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their own.

Cl ocker returned fromthe front of the Road King to report that the keys
were in the ignition in the ON position, but the fuel tank was evidently
enpty and the battery dead. The cabin lights could not be turned on

Wirried that the flashlight beam seen from outside, would | ook

suspi cious to anyone pulling into the rest area, Drew Gslett quickly
exam ned the two cadavers in the cramped di ni ng nook. Because the
spilled bl ood was thoroughly dry and caked hard, he knew the nan and
worman had been dead nore than just a few hours. However, although rigor
mortis was still present in both bodies, they were no | onger entirely
stiff, the rigor evidently had peaked and had begun to fade, as it
usual Iy did between eighteen and thirty-six hours after death.

The bodi es had not begun to deconpose noticeably as yet. The only bad
snel |l came fromtheir open nouths--the sour gases produced by the
rotting food in their stonmachs.

"Best guesstimate--they've been dead since sonetine yesterday
afternoon,"” he told C ocker

The Road King had been sitting in the rest area for nore than
twenty-four hours, so at |east one Okl ahoma Hi ghway Patrol officer nust
have seen it on two separate shifts. State |aw surely forbade using
rest areas as canpsites. No electrical connections, water supplies, or
sewage-tank punp-outs were provided, which created a potential for
health probl ens. Sometinmes cops mght be lenient with retirees afraid
of driving in weather as inclenent as the stormthat had assaulted

&l ahorma yesterday, the Anerican Association of Retired People
bunpersticker on the back of the notorhome m ght have gai ned these
peopl e sonme di spensation. But not even a synpathetic cop would let them
park two nights. At any nonment, a patrol car mght pull into the rest
area and a knock night come at the door.

Averse to conplicating their already serious problens by killing a

hi ghway patrol man, GCslett turned away fromthe dead couple and hastily
proceeded with the search of the notorhone. He was no | onger cautious
out of fear that Alfie, dysfunctional and disobedient, would put a
bullet in his head. A fie was |ong gone from here.

He found the di scarded shoes on the kitchen counter. Wth a large
serrated knife, Alfie had sawed at one of the heels until he had exposed
the electronic circuitry and the attendant chain of tiny batteries.

Staring at the Rockports and the pile of rubber shavings, Oslett was
chilled by a prenmonition of disaster. "He never knew about the shoes.

Way would he get it in his head to cut them open?"
"Wl I, he knows what he knows," C ocker said.

Cslett interpreted Clocker's statement to mean that part of Alfie's
training included state-of-the-art electronic surveillance equi prent and
techni ques. Consequently, though he was not told that he was "tagged,"
he knew that a m crom niature transponder could be nmade small enough to
fit in the heel of a shoe and, upon receipt of a renote mcrowave
activating signal, could draw sufficient power froma series of watch
batteries to transmt a trackable signal for at |east seven two edge of
surveillance to his own situation and reach the |ogical conclusion that
his controll ers had made prudent provisions for |ocating and foll ow ng
himin the event he went renegade, even if they had been thoroughly
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convi nced rebellion was not possible.
Cslett dreaded reporting the bad news to the home office in New York

The organization didn't kill the bearer of bad tidings, especially not
if his surnane happened to be GCslett. However, as Afie's primry
handl er, he knew that some of the blame would stick to himeven though
the operative's rebellion was not his fault to any degree what soever

The error nmust be in Alfie's fundanental conditioning, damm it, not in
hi s handl i ng.

Leaving C ocker in the kitchen to keep a | ookout for unwanted visitors,
Cslett quickly inspected the rest of the notorhorme.

He found nothing else of interest except a pile of discarded clothes on
the floor of the main bedroom at the back of the vehicle.

In the beam of the flashlight, he needed to disturb the garnents only
slightly with the toe of his shoe to see that they were what Al fie had
been weari ng when he had boarded the plane for Kansas City on Saturday
nor ni ng.

Cslett returned to the kitchen, where Cl ocker waited in the dark
He turned the flashlight on the dead pensioners one |ast tine.
"What a nmess. Damm it, this didn't have to happen."

Referring disdainfully to the nmurdered couple, C ocker said, "Wo cares,
for God' s sake? They were nothing but a couple of fucking Klingons
anyway. "

Cslett had been referring not to the victine but to the fact that Alfie
was nore than nmerely a renegade now, was an untraceabl e renegade, thus
jeopardi zing the organi zation and everyone in it. He had no nore pity
for the dead man and worman than did C ocker, felt no responsibility for
what had happened to them and figured the world, in fact, was better
of f without two nore nonproductive parasites sucking on the substance of
society and hindering traffic in their lunbering hone on wheels. He had
no love for the nmasses. As he saw it, the basic problemwth the
average man and wonman was precisely that they were so average and that
there were so many of them taking far nore than they gave to the world,
qui te incapable of managing their own lives intelligently let alone

soci ety, governnent, the econony, and the environnent.

Nevert hel ess, he was alarnmed by the way C ocker had phrased his contenpt
for the victins. The word

"Kl'i ngons" made hi m uneasy because it was the

nane of the alien race that had been at war with humanity through so
many tel evi si on epi sodes and nmovies in the Star Trek series before
events in that fictional far future had begun to reflect the inprovenent
of relations between the United States and the Soviet Union in the rea
world. Oslett found Star Trek tedious, insufferably boring. He never
had under st ood why so many peopl e had such a passion for it. But

Cl ocker was an ardent fan of the series, unabashedly called hinself a
"Trekker," could reel off the plots of every novie and epi sode ever
filmed, and knew the personal histories of every character as if they
were all his dearest friends. Star Trek was the only topic about which
he seemed willing or able to conduct a conversation, and as taciturn as
he was nost of the tine, he was to the sane degree garrul ous when the
subj ect of his favorite fantasy arose.
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Gslett tried to make sure that it never arose
Now, in his mnd, the dreaded word

"Kl'i ngons" clanged like a firehouse
bel I .

Wth the entire organization at risk because Alfie's trail had been
lost, with something new and exquisitely violent |oose in the world, the
return trip to Gklahoma City through so many mles of |ightless and
unpeopl ed | and was going to be bl eak and depressing. The last thing

Csl ett needed was to be assaulted by one of C ocker's exhaustingly

ent husi asti ¢ nonol ogues about Captain Kirk, M. Spock, Scotty, the rest
of the crew, and their adventures in the far reaches of a universe that
was, on film stuffed with far nore meani ng and nonents of sophonoric
enl i ghtennent than was the real universe of hard choices, ugly truths,
and mindl ess cruelty.

"Let's get out of here," GCslett said, pushing past C ocker and heading
for the front of the Road King. He didn't believe in God, but he prayed
nonet hel ess ardently that Karl C ocker woul d subside into his usua

sel f-absorbed sil ence.

Cyrus Lowbock excused hinself tenporarily to confer with sone col | eagues
who wanted to talk to himel sewhere in the house

Marty was relieved by his departure

When the detective left the dining room Paige returned fromthe w ndow
and sat once nore in the chair beside Marty.

Al t hough the Pepsi was gone, sone of the ice cubes had nelted in the
mug, and he drank the cold water. "All | want nowis to put an end to
this. W shouldn't be here, not with that guy out there sonmewhere,

| oose. "

"Do you think we should be worried about the kids?"
need . . . ny Charlotte, ny Emly .

Marty said, "Yeah. [|'mworried shitless."

"But you shot the guy twice in the chest."

"I thought I'd left himin the foyer with a broken back, too, but he got
up and ran away. O linped anmay. O naybe even vanished into thin air.
I don't know what the hell's going on here, Paige, but it's wlder than
anything |1've ever put in a novel. And it's not over, not by a |ong
shot . "

"If it was just Vic and Kathy | ooking after them but there's a cop over
there too."

"If this bastard knew where the girls were, he'd waste that cop, Vic,
and Kathy in about a mnute flat."

"You handled him™"

- "l was lucky, Paige. Just dammed lucky. He never inmagined | had a
gun in the desk drawer or that 1'd use one if | had it. | took him by
surprise. He won't let that happen again. He'll have all the surprise
on his side."
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He tilted the nmug to his lips, let a nelting ice cube slide onto his
t ongue.

"Marty, when did you take the guns out of the garage cabinet and | oad
t henP"

Speaki ng around the ice cube, he said, "I saw how that jolted you. |
did it this nmorning. Before | went to see Paul Guthridge."

" \My?u

As best he could, Marty described the curious feeling he'd had that
somet hi ng was beari ng down on himand was going to destroy himbefore he
even got a chance to identify it. He tried to convey how the feeling
intensified into a panic attack, until he was certain he woul d need guns
to defend hinmsel f and becane al nost incapacitated by fear.

He woul d have been enbarrassed to tell her, would have sounded
unbal anced--if events had not proved the validity of his perceptions and
precauti ons.

"And somet hi ng was coming," she said. "This dead-ringer. You sensed
hi m coni ng. "

"Yeah. | guess so. Sonehow "

"Psychic."

He shook his head. "No, | wouldn't call it that. Not if you nmean a
psychic vision. There wasn't any vision. | didn't see what was com ng,
didn't have a clear prempnition. Just this . . . this awful sense of
pressure, gravity . . . like on one of those whip rides at an anusenent

park, when it swings you around real fast and you're pinned to the seat,
feel a weight on your chest. You know, you've been on rides |like that,
Charlotte always | oves them™"

"Yeah. | understand . . . | guess."

"This started out like that . . . and got a hundred tinmes worse, unti

I could hardly breathe. Then suddenly it just stopped as | was |eaving
for the doctor's office. And |later, when | came hone, the sonofabitch
was here, but | didn't feel anything when | wal ked into the house."

They were silent for a nonent.

Wnd flung pellets of rain against the w ndow.
Pai ge said, "How could he | ook exactly |ike you?"
"I don't know. "

"Why woul d he say you stole his |ife?"

"I don't know, | just don't know. "
"I"'mscared, Marty. | nean, it's all so weird. Wat're we going to
"Past tonight, | don't know But tonight, at least, we're not staying

here. W'Ill go to a hotel."

"But if the police don't find himdead sonmewhere, then there's tonorrow
and the day after tonorrow "

"I"'mbattered and tired and not thinking straight. For now | can only
concentrate on tonight, Paige. |[|'Il just have to worry about tonorrow
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when tonorrow gets here."

Her lovely face was lined with anxiety. He had not seen her even half

this distraught since Charlotte's illness five years ago.

"I love you," he said, laying his hand gently agai nst the side of her
head.

Putting her hand over his, she said, "Ch, God, | |ove you, too, Marty,

you and the girls, nore than anything, nore than life itself. W can't
| et anything happen to us, to what we all have together. W just
can't."

"W won't," he said, but his words sounded as holl ow and fal se as a
young boy's braggadoci o.

He was aware that neither of them had expressed the slightest hope that
the police would protect them He could not repress his anger over the
fact they were not accorded anything resenbling the service, courtesy,
and consideration that the characters in his novels al ways received from
the authorities.

At the core, nystery novels were about good and evil, about the triunph
of the forner over the latter, and about the reliability of the justice
systemin a nodern denocracy. They were popul ar because they reassured
the reader that the system worked far nore often than not, even if the
evi dence of daily life sonetinmes pointed toward a nore troubling
conclusion. Marty had been able to work in the genre with conviction
and tremendous pl easure because he |liked to believe that |aw enforcenent
agencies and the courts delivered justice nost of the tine and thwarted
it only inadvertently. But now, the first time in his life that he'd
turned to the systemfor help, it was in the process of failing him Its
failure not only jeopardized his life as well as the lives of his wife
and children--but seenmed to call into doubt the value of everything that
he had witten and the worthiness of the purpose to which he had
conmitted so many years of hard work and struggl e.

Li eutenant Lowbock returned through the living room |ooking and novi ng
as if in the mddle of an Esquire magazi ne fashi on phot ography session
He was carrying a clear plastic evidence bag, which contained a bl ack
zi ppered case about half the size of a shaving kit. He put the bag on
the di ning-roomtable as he sat down.

"M. Stillwater, was the house securely | ocked when you left it this
nor ni ng?"

"Locked?" Marty asked, wondering where they were headed now, trying not
to let his anger show. "Yes, |locked up tight. |'mcareful about that
sort of thing."

"Have you given any thought as to how this intruder m ght have gai ned
entry?"

"Broke a window, | guess. O forced a |lock."

"Do you know what's in this?" he asked, tapping the black | eather case
through the plastic bag.

"I"'mafraid | don't have X-ray vision," Mrty said.
"1 thought you m ght recognize it."
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"We found it in your master bedroom"”

“lI've never seen it before.”

"On the dresser."

Pai ge said, "Get it over with, Lieutenant."

Lowbock's faint shadow of a sm|e passed across his face again, like a
visiting spirit shinmering briefly in the air above a seance table.

"I't's a conplete set of |ock picks."
"That's how he got in?" Marty asked.

Lowbock shrugged. "I suppose that's what |'m expected to deduce from
it."

"This is tiresone, Lieutenant. W have children we're worried about.
| agree with ny wife--just get it over with."

Leani ng over the table and regarding himonce nore with his patented

i ntense gaze, the detective said, "I've been a cop for twenty-seven
years, M. Stillwater, and this is the first tine |I've ever encountered
prof essional | ock picks."

" So?u

"They break glass or force a lock, like you said. Sonetimes they pry a
sliding door or window out of its track. The average burglar has a
hundred ways of getting in--all of which are a lot faster than picking a
| ock."

"This wasn't an average burglar."

"Ch, | can see that," Lowbock said. He |eaned away fromthe table,
settled back in his chair. "This guy is a lot nore theatrical than the
average perp. He contrives to |ook exactly like you, spouts a |ot of
strange stuff about wanting his |ife back, cones arnmed with an
assassin's gun threaded for a silencer, uses burglary tools like a

Hol | ywoodi zed professional heist artist in a caper novie, takes two

bull ets man but wal ks away. He's downright flanboyant, this guy, but
he's al so nuy misterioso, the kind of character Andy Garcia could play
in anvie or, alot better yet, that Ray Liotta who was in Goodfellas."

Marty suddenly saw where the detective was headed and understood why he
was going there. The inevitable term nus of the interrogation should
tumbled to it because it was too obvious. As a witer, he had been
seeki ng some nore exotic, complex reason for Lowbock's barely conceal ed
di sbelief and hostility, when all the while Cyrus Lowbock had been going
for the cliche.

Still, the detective had one nore unpl easant surprise to reveal

He | eaned forward agai n and nade eye contact in what had ceased to be an
ef fective confrontational manner and had becone instead a personal tic
as annoyi ng and transparent as Peter Falk's disarmingly hunble posture
and rel entl ess sel f-deprecati on when he played Col unbo, Nero Wl fe's

t hought ful puckering of the mouth in nonments of inspiration, Janes
Bond' s knowi ng snirk, or any of the slew of colorful traits by which
Sher | ock Hol nes was characterized. "Do your daughters have pets, M.
Stillwater?"
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"Charlotte does. Several."

"An odd collection of pets.”

Pai ge said cooly, "Charlotte doesn't think they're odd."
"Do you?"

"No. What does it matter if they're odd or not?"

"Has she had them |l ong?" Lowbock inquired.

"Some | onger than others," Marty said, baffled by this newtwi st in the
questioning even as he renai ned convinced that he understood the theory
Lowbock was | aboring to prove.

"She | oves them her pets?"

"Yes. Very much. Like any kid. Odd as you mght think they are, she
| oves them™"

Noddi ng, | eaning away fromthe table again, drumm ng his pen against his
not ebook, Lowbock said, "It's another flanboyant touch, but also
convincing. | mean, if you were a detective and di sposed to doubt the
whol e scenario, you'd have to think twice if the intruder killed all of
the daughter's pets."

Marty's heart began sinking in himlike a dropped stone seeking the
bott om of a pond.

"Ch, no," Paige said mserably. "Not poor little Whiskers, Loretta,
Fred . . . not all of then?"

"The gerbil was crushed to death," Lowbock said, his gaze fixed on

Marty. "The nouse had its neck broken, the turtle was smashed
underfoot, and so was the beetle. | didn't exami ne the others that
careful ly."

Marty's anger flared into barely contained fury, and he curled his hands
into tight fists under the table, because he knew Lowbock was accusing
hi m of having killed the pets nerely to lend credibility to an el aborate
lie. No one would believe a |loving father would stonp his daughter's
pet turtle and break the neck of her cute little nouse for the shabby
pur pose that Lowbock thought notivated Marty, therefore, perversely, the
detective assuned that Marty had done it, after all, because it was so
outrageous as to exonerate him the perfect finishing touch.

"Charlotte's going to be heartbroken," Paige said.

Marty knew that he was flushed with rage. He could feel the heat in his
face, as if he'd spent the past hour under a sunlanp, and his ears felt
alnost as if they were on fire. He also knew the cop would interpret
his anger as a blush of shane that was a testament of guilt

When Lowbock reveal ed that fleeting snile again, Marty wanted to punch
hi min the nouth.

"M. Stillwater, please correct ne if I'mwong, but haven't you
recently had a book on the paperback bestseller list, the reprint of a
hardcover that was first rel eased | ast year?"

Marty didn't answer him
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Lowbock didn't require an answer. He was rolling now "And a new book
coming out in a month or so, which sonme people think mght be your first
hardcover bestseller? And you're probably working on yet another book
even now. There's a portion of a manuscript on the desk in your office,
anyway. And | guess, once you get a couple of good career breaks,

you' ve got to keep your foot on the gas, so to speak, take ful

advant age of the nonentum"

Frowni ng, her whol e body tense again, Paige seened on the verge of

preci sely grasping the detective's ludicrous interpretation of Marty's
crime report, the source of his antagonism She had the tenper in the
famly, and since Marty was barely able to keep fromstriking the cop,
he wondered what Paige's reaction would be when Lowbock rmade his idiotic
suspi cions explicit.

"I't nust help a career to be profiled in People nagazine," the detective
continued. "And | guess when M. Mirder hinself becones the target of a
muy msterioso killer, then you'll get a lot nore free publicity in the
press, and just at a crucial turning point in your career."

Paige jerked in her chair as if she'd been sl apped.

Her reaction drew Lowbock's attention. "Yes, Ms. Stillwater?"

"You can't actually believe
"Bel i eve what, Ms. Stillwater?"
"Marty isn't aliar."”

"Have | said he is?"

"He | oathes publicity."

"Then they nust have been quite persistent at People.”

"Look at his neck, for Christ's sake! The redness, swelling, it'll be
covered with bruises in a few hours. You can't believe he did that to
hi nsel f."

Mai nt ai ni ng a nmaddeni ng pretense of objectivity, Lowbock said, "Is that
what you believe, Ms. Stillwater?"

She spoke between clenched teeth, saying what Marty felt he couldn't
all ow hinmself to say, "You stupid ass."

Rai sing his eyebrows and | ooking stricken, as if he couldn't inagine
what he'd done to earn such enmty, Lowbock said, "Surely, Ms
Stillwater, you realize there are people out there, a world of cynics,
who might say that attenpted strangulation is the safest formof assault
to fake. | nean, stabbing yourself in the armor |eg would be a

convi nci ng touch, but there's always the danger of a slight

m scal cul ation, a nicked artery, then suddenly you find yourself

bl eeding a |l ot nore seriously than you'd intended. And as for
selfinflicted gunshot wounds--well, the risk is even higher, what with
the possibility that a bullet might ricochet off a bone and into deeper
flesh, and there's always the danger of shock."

Pai ge bolted to her feet so abruptly that she knocked over her chair.
"Cet out."

Lowbock blinked at her, feigning innocence |ong past the point of
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di m ni shing returns. "Excuse ne?"
"Get out of ny house," she demanded. "Now. "

Al t hough Marty realized they were throwing away their last slimhope of
Wi nni ng over the detective and gaining police protection, he also got up
fromhis chair, so angry that he was trenbling. "My wife is right.

I think you and your nen better |eave, Lieutenant."

Remai ni ng seated because to do so was a challenge to them Cyrus Lowbock
said, "You nean, |eave before we finish our investigation?"

"Yes," Marty said. "Finished or not."

"M. Stillwater . . . Ms. Stillwater . . . you do realize that it's
against the lawto file a false crime report?"

"W haven't filed a false report,"” Mrty said.

Pai ge said, "The only fake in this roomis you, Lieutenant. You do
realize that it's against the law to i npersonate a police officer?"

It woul d have been satisfying to see Lowbock's face color with anger, to
see his eyes narrow and his lips tighten at the insult, but his
equanimty remai ned infuriatingly unshaken

As he got slowy to his feet, the detective said, "If the bl ood sanples
taken fromthe upstairs carpet are, say, only pig' s blood or cow s bl ood
or anything like that, the lab will be able to determ ne the exact

speci es, of course.”

"I'"'maware of the analytic powers of forensic science," Marty assured
hi m

"Ch, yes, that's right, you're a mystery witer. According to People
magazi ne, you do a great deal of research for your novels."

Lowbock cl osed his notebook, clipped his pen to it.
Marty wait ed.

"I'n your various researches, M. Stillwater, have you | earned how nuch
blood is in the human body, say in a body approxinately the size of your
own?"

"Five liters."

"Ah. That's correct." Lowbock put the notebook on top of the plastic
bag containing the | eather case of |lock picks. "At a guess, but an
educated guess, |'d say there's sonmewhere between one and two liters of
bl ood soaked into the upstairs carpet. Between twenty and forty percent
of this look-alike's entire supply, and closer to forty unless | miss ny
guess. You know what |1'd expect to find along with that nmuch bl ood, M.
Stillwater? 1'd expect to find the body it cane from because it really
does stretch the inmagination to picture such a grievously wounded nman
being able to flee the scene.”

"I've already told you, | don't understand it either."

"Miy misterioso," Paige said, investing those two words with a neasure
of scorn equal to the nockery with which the detective had spoken them
earlier.
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Marty decided there was at | east one good thing about this ness, the way
Pai ge had not doubted himfor an instant, even though reason and | ogic
virtual ly demanded doubt, the way she stood beside himnow, fierce and
resolute. In all the years they had been together, he had never |oved
her nore than at that nonent.

Pi cki ng up the notebook and the evidence bag, Lowbock said, "If the

bl ood upstairs proves to be human bl ood, that raises all sorts of other
questions that would require us to finish the investigation whether or

not you'd prefer to be rid of us. Actually, whatever the lab results,

you'll be hearing fromme again."

"We'd sinply adore seeing you again," Paige said, the edge gone from her
voice, as if suddenly she ceased to see Lowbock as a threat and could
not help but view himas a comc figure.

Marty found her attitude infecting him and he realized that with him
as with her, this sudden dark hilarity was a reaction to the unbearabl e
tension of the past hour. He said, "By all neans, drop by again."

"We'll make a nice pot of tea," Paige said.

"And scones."
"Crunpets.”
"Tea cakes."

"And by all neans, bring the wife," Paige said. "W're quite
broad-m nded. We'd |ove to neet her even if she is of another species."”

Marty was aware that Paige was perilously close to |aughing out |oud,
because he was close to it hinself, and he knew their behavior was

chil dish, but he required all of his self-control not to continue naking
fun of Lowbock all the way out the front door, driving himbackward with
j okes the way that Professor Von Helsing might force Count Dracula to
retreat by brandishing a crucifix at him

Strangely, the detective was disconcerted by their frivolity as he had
never been by their anger or by their earnest insistence that the
intruder had been real. Visible self-doubt took hold of him and he

| ooked as if he might suggest they sit down and start over again.

But sel f-doubt was a weakness unfamliar to him and he could not
sustain it for |ong.

Uncertainty quickly gave way to his famliar snmug expression, and he

said, "We'll be taking the | ook-alike's Heckler and Koch, as well as
your guns, of course, until you can produce the paperwork that |
requested. "

For a terrible noment, Marty was sure that they had found the Beretta in
the kitchen cupboard and the Myssberg shotgun under the bed upstairs, as
wel |l as the other weapons, and were going to | eave hi m def ensel ess.

But Lowbock l|isted the guns and nmentioned only three, "The Smth and
Wesson, the Korth thirty-eight, and the M6."

Marty tried not to let his relief show

Pai ge di stracted Lowbock by saying, "Lieutenant, are you ever going to
get the fuck out of here?"
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The detective finally could not prevent his face fromtightening with
anger. "You can certainly hurry me along, Ms. Stillwater, if you would
repeat your request in the presence of two other officers."”

"Al ways worrying about those lawsuits," Mrty said.

Pai ge said, "Happy to oblige, Lieutenant. Wuld you |like me to phrase
the request in the sane | anguage | just used?"

Never before had Marty heard her use the F-word except in the nost
intimte circunmstances--which neant, though nasked by her 1ight tone of
voi ce and frivol ous nmanner, her anger was as strong as ever. That was
good. After the police left, she would need the anger to get her
through the night ahead. Anger would hel p keep fear at bay.

When he cl oses his eyes and tries to picture the pain, he can see it as
a filigree of fire. A beautifully lum nous |acewdrk, white-hot wth
shadi ngs of red and yellow, stretches fromthe base of his throbbing
neck across his back, encircling his sides, |ooping and knotting
intricately across his chest and abdonmen as well.

By visualizing the pain, he has a better sense of whether his condition
is inproving or deteriorating. Actually, his only concern is how fast
he is inproving. He has been wounded on ot her occasions, though never
this grievously, and knows what to expect, continued deterioration would
be a wholly new and al armi ng experience for him

The pain had been vicious during the minute or two after he'd been shot.
He had felt as if a nonstrous fetus had conme awake within himand was
burrowing its way out.

Fortunately, he has a singularly high tolerance for pain. He also draws
courage fromthe know edge that the agony will swiftly subside to a |ess
crippling |evel.

By the tinme he staggers through the rear door of the house and heads for
the Honda, the bl eeding stops conpletely, and his hunger pangs becone
nore terrible than the pain of his wounds. His stomach knots, | oosens
with a spasm but inmediately knots again, violently clench that can

sei ze the nourishnent he so desperately needs.

Driving away from his house through gray torrents at the height of the
storm he becones so achingly ravenous that he begins to shake with
deprivation. They are not nere trenors of need but wacking shudders
that clack his teeth together. His twitching hands beat a pal sied
tattoo upon the steering wheel, and he is barely able to hold it firmy
enough to control the vehicle. Fits of dry wheezing convul se him hot
flashes alternate with chills, and the sweat gushing fromhimis col der
than the rain that still soaks his hair and cl ot hes.

Hi s extraordi nary netabolism gives himgreat strength, keeps his energy
| evel high, frees himfromthe need to sleep every night, allows himto
heal with mraculous rapidity, and is in general a cornucopia of

physi cal blessings, but it also makes demands on him Even on a norma
day, he has an appetite form dabl e enough for two |unberjacks. Wen he
deni es hinself sleep, when he is injured, or when any ot her unusua
demands are made on his system nere hunger soon becones a ravenous
craving, and craving escal ates al nost at once into a dire need for
sustenance that drives all other thoughts fromhis nind and forces him
into the rapaci ous consunption of whatever he can find.

Al though the interior of the Honda is adrift in enpty food
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cont ai ners--w appers and packages and bags of every description-there is
no hid San Bernardi no Mountains into the | owl ands of Orange County, he
feverishly consuned every crunb that remained. Now there are only dried
snears of chocol ate and nustard, thin filnms of glistening oil, grease,
sprinkles of salt, none of it sufficiently fortifying to conpensate for
the energy needed to rummage for it in the darkness and lick it up

By the time he locates a fast-food restaurant with a drive-in w ndow, at
the center of his gut is an icy void into which he seens to be

di ssol ving, growi ng holl ower and hol |l ower, colder and colder, as if his
body is consuming itself to repair itself, catabolizing two cells for
every one it creates. He alnmpst bites his own hand in a frantic and
despairing attenpt to relieve the grueling pangs of starvation. He

i magi nes tearing out chunks of his own flesh with his teeth and greedily
swal | owi ng, sucking down his own hot blood, anything to noderate his
suffering--anything, no matter how repulsive it m ght be.

But he restrains hinself because, in the madness of his i nhuman hunger,
he is half convinced no flesh remains on his bones. He feels utterly
holl ow, nore fragile than the thinnest spun-glass Christnmas ornanent,
and bel i eves he might dissolve into thousands of lifeless fragnents the
monent his teeth puncture his brittle skin and thereby shatter the
illusion of substance.

The restaurant is a McDonald's outlet. The tinny speaker of the
intercomat the ordering post has been exposed to enough years of summrer
sun and winter chill that the greeting of the unseen clerk is quavery
and static-riddled. Confident that his own strained and shaky voice
won't sound unusual, the killer orders enough food to satisfy the staff
of a small office, six cheeseburgers, Big Macs, fries, a couple of fish
sandw ches, two chocol ate m | kshakes--and | arge Cokes because his racing
met abolism if not fueled, leads as swiftly to dehydration as He is in a
long Iine of cars, and progression toward the pick-up wi ndow is
aggravatingly slow. He has no choice but to wait, for with his

bl ood- soaked cl othes and bullet-torn shirt, he can't walk into a
restaurant or conveni ence store and get what he needs unless he is
willing to draw a lot of attention to hinself.

In fact, though bl ood vessels have been repaired, the two bullet wounds
in his chest remain |argely unheal ed due to the shortage of fuel for
anabol i ¢ processes. Those sucking holes, into which he can insert his
thickest finger to a disturbing depth, would cause nmore conment than his
bl oody shirt.

One of the slugs passed conpletely through him out his back to the left
of his spine. He knows the exit wound is |larger than either of the
holes in his chest. He feels the ragged lips of it spreading apart when
he | eans back agai nst the car seat.

He is fortunate that neither round pierced his heart. That m ght have
stopped him for good. That and a brain-scranbling shot to the head are
the only wounds he fears.

When he reaches the cashier's wi ndow, he pays for the order with some of
the money he took from Jack and Frannie in Okl ahoma nore than
twenty-four hours ago. The young worman at the cash register can see his
arm as he holds the currency toward her, so he strives to repress the
severe trenors that mght prick her curiosity. He keeps his face
averted, in the night and rain, she can't see his ravaged chest or the
agony that contorts his pale features.

At the pick-up window, his order cones in several white bags, which he
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piles on the littered seat beside him successfully averting his face
fromthis clerk as well. Al of his willpower is required to restrain
himsel f fromripping the bags asunder and tearing into the food
i medi ately upon receipt of it. He retains enough clarity of nind to
realize he nmust not cause a scene by bl ocking the take-out |ane.

He parks in the darkest corner of the restaurant |lot, switches off the
headl i ghts and wi ndshield wi pers. H s face | ooks so gaunt when he
glinpses it in the rearview mrror that he knows he has | ost severa
pounds in the past hour, his eyes are sunken and appear to be ringed
wi th snudges of soot. He dinms the instrunment-panel lights as far as
possi ble, but lets the engine run because, in his current debilitated
condition, he needs to bask in the warmair fromthe heater vents.

He is swaddl ed in shadows. The rain stream ng down the glass shinmers
with reflected light fromneon signs, and it bends the night world into
mut ageni ¢ forns, simultaneously screening himfromprying eyes.

In this nechani cal cave, he reverts to savagery and is, for a tineg,
sonmet hing | ess than hunman, tearing at his food with aninmalistic
i mpati ence, stuffing it into his nouth faster than he can swal | ow.

Burgers and buns and fries crunble against his lips, his teeth, and

| eave a grow ng slope of organic scree across his chest, cola and

m | kshake dribble down the front of his shirt. He chokes repeatedly,
spraying food on the steering wheel and dashboard, but eats no | ess
wol fishly, no I ess urgently, issuing small wordl ess greedy sounds and
| ow moans of satisfaction

His feeding frenzy translates into a period of nunb and silent
wi thdrawal nuch |ike a trance, fromwhich he eventually arises with
three nanes on his |lips, whispered |ike a prayer, "Paige

Charlotte . . Emly.

From experi ence he knows that, in the hours before dawn, he will suffer
new bouts of hunger, though none as devastati ng and obsessive as the
sei zure he has just endured. A few bars of chocol ate or cans of Vienna
sausages or packages of hot dogs dependi ng on whether it is
carbohydrates or proteins that he craves--will ensure abatenment of the
pangs.

He will be able to focus his attention on other critical issues wthout
worryi ng about mmjor distractions of a physiological nature.

The nobst serious of those crises is the continued enslavenent of his
wi fe and children by the man who has stolen his life.

"Paige. . . Charlotte. . . Enly.

Tears cloud his vision when he thinks of his famly in the hands of the
hat eful inposter. They are so precious to him They are his only
fortune, his reason for existence, his future.

He recalls the wonder and joy with which he explored his house, standing
in his daughters' room later touching the bed in which he and his wife
make | ove. The nmoment he had seen their faces in the photograph on his
desk, he had known they were his destiny and that in their |oving
enbrace he would find surcease fromthe confusion, |oneliness, and quiet
desperation that have plagued him

He renenbers, as well, the first surprising confrontation with the
i mposter, the shock and amazenent of their uncanny resenbl ance, the
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perfectly matched pitch and tinbre of their voices. He had understood
at once how the man coul d have stepped into his |ife wi thout anyone
bei ng the wi ser.

Though his exploration of the house provided no clue to explain the
imposter's origins, he was rem nded of certain films fromwhich answers
m ght be garnered when he had a chance to view them again. Both

versi ons of I|nvasion of the Body Snatchers, the first starring Kevin
McCart hy, the second, Donald Sutherland. John Carpenter's remake of The
Thi ng, though not the first version. Perhaps even |Invaders from Mars.
Bette Mdler and Lily Tomin in a filmwhose title he could not recall
The Prince and the Pauper. Moon Over Parador. There must be ot hers.

Movi es had all the answers to life's problens. Fromthe novies he had
| earned about romance and | ove and the joy of famly life.

In the darkness of theaters, passing tine between killings, hungry for
meani ng, he had | earned to need what he didn't have. And fromthe great
| essons of the novies he m ght eventually unravel the nystery of his
stolen life.

But first he nust act.

That is another |esson he has |earned fromthe novies. Action nust cone
before thought. People in novies rarely sit around broodi ng about the
predi canent in which they find thenselves. By God, they do sonething to
resol ve even their worst problens, they keep noving, ceasel essly noving,
resolutely seeking confrontation with those who oppose them grappling
with their enemes in life-or-death struggles that they always win as
long as they are sufficiently determ ned and ri ghteous.

He i s determned.

He is righteous.

His life has been stolen.

He is a victim He has suffered.
He has known despair.

He has endured abuse and angui sh and betrayal and | oss |ike Orar Sharif
in Doctor Zhivago, like WIlliamHurt in The Accidental Tourist, Robin
Wllians in The Wrld According to Garp, M chael Keaton in Batnman,
Sidney Poitier in In the Heat of the N ght, Tyrone Power in The Razor's
Edge, Johnny Depp in Edward Scissorhands. He is one with all of the
brutalized, despised, downtrodden, m sunderstood, cheated, outcast,
mani pul at ed people who |ive upon the silver screen and who are heroic in
the face of devastating tribul ations.

H's suffering is as inportant as theirs, his destiny every bit as
glorious, his hope of triunph just as great.

This realization noves himdeeply. He is wenched by shuddering sobs,
weepi ng not with sadness but with joy, overwhelned by a feeling of

bel ongi ng, brotherhood, a sense of common humanity. He has deep bonds
with those whose lives he shares in theaters, and this gl orious Epiphany
motivates himto get up, nove, nove, confront, challenge, grapple, and
prevail .

"Paige, I'mcomng for you," he says through his tears.

He throws open the driver's door and gets out in the rain.
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"Emly, Charlotte, I won't fail you. Depend on ne. Trust ne.
I"lI'l die for you if |I have to."

Sheddi ng the detritus of his gluttony, he goes around to the back of the
Honda and opens the trunk. He finds a tire iron that is a prybar on one
end, for popping | oose hubcaps, and a lug wench on the other end. It
has satisfying heft and bal ance.

He returns to the front seat, slides in behind the wheel, and puts the
tire iron on top of the fragrant trash that overflows the seat beside
hi m

As he sees in menory the photograph of his famly, he murnurs, "I'Il die
for you."

He is healing. Wen he explores the bullet holes in his chest, he can
probe little nmore than half the depth that he was previously able to
pl unb.

In the second wound, his finger encounters a hard and gnarled | unmp which
m ght be a wad of dislocated gristle. He quickly realizes it is,
instead, the lead slug that didn't pass through himand out of his back
H's body is rejecting it. He picks and pries until the m sshapen bullet
oozes free with a thick wet sound, and he throws it on the floor.

Al though he is aware that his metabolismand recuperative powers are
extraordi nary, he does not see hinself as being nuch different from
other nen. Movies have taught himthat all nen are extraordinary in one
way or another, sone have a powerful nagnetismfor wonmen, who are unable

to resist them others have courage beyond neasure, still others, l|ike
those whose lives Arnold Schwarzenegger and Syl vester Stallone have
portrayed, can wal k through a hail of bullets untouched and prevail in

hand-t o- hand conbat with half a dozen nmen at one tinme or in quick
successi on. Rapid conval escence seens | ess exceptional, by conparison,
than the conmon ability of on-screen heroes to pass unscat hed through
Hell itself.

Pl ucking a cold fish sandwi ch fromthe remaining pile of food, bolting
it down in six large bites, he | eaves McDonald's. He begins searching
for a shopping mall.

Because this is southern California, he finds what he's | ooking for in
short order, a sprawling conplex of department and specialty stores, its
roof conposed of nore sheets of nmetal than a battleship, textured
concrete walls as form dable as the ranparts of any Medi eval fortress,
surrounded by acres of lamp-lit blacktop. The ruthless conmmercial
nature of the place is disguised by park-like rows and cl usters of
carrotwood trees, Indian laurels, wllow nelal eucas, and pal ns.

He crui ses endl ess aisles of parked cars until he spots a man in a
rai ncoat hurrying away fromthe nmall and burdened by two full plastic
shoppi ng bags. The shopper stops behind a white Buick, puts down the
bags, and funbles for keys to unlock the trunk

Three cars fromthe Buick, an open parking space is avail abl e.

The Honda, with himall the way from Ckl ahona, has outlived its
useful ness. It nust be abandoned here.

He gets out of the car with the tire iron in his right hand.
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Gipping the tapered end, he holds it close to his leg to avoid calling
attention to it.

The stormis beginning to |l ose sonme of its force. The wind is abating.
No |ightning scores the sky.

Al'though the rain is no less cold than it was earlier, he finds it
refreshing rather than chilling.

As he heads toward the mall--and the white Buick--he surveys the huge
parking lot. As far as he can tell, no one is watching him

None of the bracketing vehicles along that aisle is in the process of
| eaving, no lights, no telltale plunmes of exhaust fumes. The nearest
nmoving car is three rows away.

The shopper has found his keys, opened the trunk of the Buick, and
stowed away the first of the two plastic bags. Bending to pick up the
second bag, the stranger becones aware that he is no | onger alone, turns
hi s head, |ooks back and up fromhis bent position intinm to see the
tire iron sweeping toward his face, on which an expression of alarm
barely has time to form

The second blow is probably unnecessary. The first will have driven
fragments of facial bones into the brain. He strikes again, anyway, at
the inert and silent shopper.

He throws the tire iron in the open trunk. It hits something with a
dul I cl ank.

Move, nove, confront, challenge, grapple, and prevail

Wasting no tine | ooking around to determine if he is still unobserved,
he plucks the man off the wet blacktop in the manner of a bodybuil der
beginning a clean-and-jerk lift with a barbell. He drops the corpse

into the trunk, and the car rocks with the inpact of the dead weight.

The night and rain provide what little cover he needs to westle the

rai ncoat off the cadaver while it lies hidden in the open trunk. One of
the dead eyes stares fixedly while the other rolls loosely in the
socket, and the nouth is frozen in a broken-toothed how of terror that
was never made.

When he pulls the coat on over his wet clothes, it is somewhat roony and
an inch long in the sleeves but adequate for the tine being. It covers

hi s bl oodstai ned, torn, and food-sneared cl othes, making himreasonably

presentable, which is all that he cares about.

It is still warmfromthe shopper's body heat.

Later he will dispose of the cadaver, and tonorrow he will buy new
clothes. Now he has much to do and precious little time in which to do
it.

He takes the dead man's wallet, which has a pleasingly thick sheaf of
currency init.

He tosses the second shopping bag on top of the corpse, slans the trunk
lid. The keys are dangling fromthe |ock

In the Buick, fiddling with the heater controls, he drives away fromthe
mal | .
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Move, move, confront, challenge, grapple, and prevail.

He starts looking for a service station, not because the Buick needs
fuel but because he has to find a pay phone.

He remenbers the voices in the kitchen while he had tw tched i n agony
mdst the ruins of the stair railing. The inposter had been hustling
Pai ge and the girls out of the house before they could cone into the
foyer and see their real father struggling to get off his back onto his
hands and knees.

take them across the street to Vic and Kathy's . . . " And
seconds |l ater, there had been a nane nore useful still, . . . over to
the Del onos' place . " Although they are his neighbors, he can't
renmenber Vic and Kathy Del orio or which house is theirs. That know edge
was stolen fromhimwith the rest of his life. However, if they have a
listed phone, he will be able to find them

A service station. A blue Pacific Bell sign.

Even as he drives up beside the Pl exiglas-walled phone booth, he can
dimy see the thick directory secured by a chain.

Leavi ng the Bui ck engine running, he sloshes through a puddle into the
booth. He closes the door to turn on the overhead light, and flips
frantically through the Wite Pages.

Luck is with him Victor W Delorio. The only listing under that nane.
Mssion Viejo. His own street. Bingo. He nenorizes the address.

He runs into the service station to buy candy bars. Twenty of them

Hershey's bars with al nonds, 3 Miusketeers, Munds, Nestle's white
chocolate Crunch. His appetite is sated for the tine being, he does not
want the candy now-but the need will soon arise.

He pays with sone of the cash that belongs to the dead man in the trunk
of the Bui ck.

"You sure have a sweet tooth," says the attendant.

In the Buick again, pulling out of the service station into traffic, he

is afraid for his famly, which remains unwittingly under the thrall of

the inposter. They might be taken away to a far place where he won't be
able to find them They night be harmed. O even kill ed.

Anyt hi ng can happen. He has just seen their photograph and has only
begun to re-acquaint hinself with them yet he m ght |ose them before he
ever has a chance to kiss themagain or tell them how nmuch he | oves
them So unfair. Cruel. His heart pounds fiercely, re-igniting sone
of the pain that had been recently extinguished in his steadily knitting
wounds.

Oh God, he needs his fanmily. He needs to hold themin his arms and be
held in return. He needs to confort them and be conforted and hear them
say his name. Hearing themsay his name, he once and for all wll be
sonebody.

Accel erating through a traffic light as it turns fromyellowto red, he
speaks aloud to his children in a voice that quavers with enotion,
"Charlotte, Emly, I'"'mconing. Be brave. Daddy's com ng. Daddy's
com ng. Daddy. 1Is. Comng."
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Li eut enant Lowbock was the |ast cop out of the house.

On the front stoop, as the doors of squad cars slammed in the street
behi nd hi m and engi nes started, he turned to Paige and Marty to favor
themwith one nore short-lived and barely perceptible smle.

He was evidently loath to be renenbered for the tightly controlled anger
they had finally stirred in him "I'lIl be seeing you as soon as we have
the lab results.”

"Can't be too soon," Paige said. "W've had such a charning visit, we
simply can't wait for the next time."

Lowbock said, "Good evening, Ms. Stillwater." He turned to Marty.
"Good evening, M. Mirder."

Marty knew it was childish to close the door in the detective's face,
but it was al so satisfying.

Sliding the security chain into place as Marty engaged the deadbolt
| ock, Paige said, "M. Mirder?"

"That's what they call nme in the People article.”
"I haven't seen it yet."

"Right in the headline. OCh, wait'll you read it. It nmakes nme | ook
ridi cul ous, spooky-old-scary-old Marty Stillwater, book hustler
extraordinary. Jesus, if he happened to read that article today, |
don't half blanme Lowbock for thinking this was all a publicity scam of
sone kind." She said, "He's an idiot."

"I't is an unlikely dam story."

"I believed it."

"I know. And | love you for that."

He kissed her. She clung to himbut briefly.

"How s your throat?" she asked.

"I live. "

"That idiot thinks you choked yoursel f"

"I didn"t. But it's possible, | suppose.”

"Stop seeing his side of it. You're nmaking ne mad. Wat now?
Shoul dn't we get out of here?"

"Fast as we can," he agreed. "And don't cone back until we can figure
out what the hell this is all about. Can you throw a coupl e of
sui tcases together, basics for all of us for a few days?"

"Sure," she said, already heading for the stairs.

"I''l'l go call Vic and Kathy, make sure everything's all right over
there, then I'Il cone help you. And Paige the Missberg is under the bed
in our room"

Starting up the stairs, stepping over the splintery debris, she said,
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"okay. "
"Get it out, put it on top of the bed while you pack."

"I will," she said, already a third of the way up the stairs.

He didn't think he had sufficiently inpressed her with the need for

uncomon caution. "Take it with you to the girls' room"

"All right."

Speaki ng sharply enough to halt her, pain encircling his neck when he
tilted his head back to stare up at her, he said, "Damm it, | nean it,
Pai ge. "

She | ooked down, surprised because he never used that tone of voice.
"Ckay. I'll keep it close.”
" CGood. "

He headed for the tel ephone in the kitchen and nade it as far as the
di ni ng room when he heard Paige cry out fromthe second fl oor

Heart poundi ng so hard he could draw only shall ow staccato breaths,
Marty raced back into the foyer, expecting to see her in The O her's

gr asp.

She was standing at the head of the stairs, horrified by the gruesone
stains on the carpet, which she was seeing for the first tine.

"Hearing about it, | still didn't think . .." She |ooked down at
Marty.

"So much bl ood. How could he just . . . just wal k away?"

"He couldn't if he was . . . just a man. That's why I'msure he'll be

back. Maybe not tonight, maybe not tonorrow, naybe not for a nonth, but
he' Il be back."

"Marty, this is crazy."

"l know. "

"Sweet Jesus," she said, less in any profane sense than as a prayer, and
hurried into the master bedroom

Marty returned to the kitchen and took the Beretta out of the cabinet.

Al t hough he had | oaded the pistol hinmself, he popped out the magazine,
checked it, slamred it back into place, and jacked a round into the
chamber .

He noticed scores of overlapping dirt-y footprints all across the
Mexican-tile floor. Many were still wet. During the past two hours,
the police had tranped in and out of the rain, and evidently not all of
them had been t houghtful enough to wipe their feet at the door

Though he knew the cops had been busy and that they had better things to
do than worry about tracking up the house, the footprints--and the

t hought | essness they represented--seened to be nearly as profound a
violation as the assault by The Gther. A surprisingly intense
resentment uncoiled in Mrty.
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Wi | e soci opaths stal ked the nbdern world, the judicial system operated
on the prenise that evil was spawned prinmarily by societal injustice.

Thugs were considered victins of society as surely as the people they
robbed or killed were their victins. Recently a nan had been rel eased
froma California prison after serving six years for raping and

murdering an el even-year-old girl. Six years. The girl, of course, was
still as dead as she had ever been. Such outrages were now So comon
that the story got only mnor press coverage. |If the courts would not

protect el even-year-old innocents, and if the House and Senate woul dn't
wite laws to force the courts to do so, then judges and politicians
couldn't be counted on to protect anyone, anywhere, at any tine.

But, damm it, at |east you expected the cops to protect you because cops
were on the street every day, in the thick of it, and they knew what the
world was really like. The grand poobahs in Washi ngton and smnug

em nences in courtroons had isolated thenselves fromreality with high
sal ari es, endless perks, and lush pensions, they lived in gate-guarded
nei ghbor hoods with private security, sent their kids to private

school s--and |l ost touch with the danage they perpetrated.

But not cops. Cops were blue-collar. Wrking nen and wonen. In their
work they saw evil every day, they knew it was as w despread anong the
privileged as anong the niddl e-class and the poor, that society was |ess
at fault than the flawed nature of the hunan speci es.

The police were supposed to be the last |ine of defense against
barbarity. But if they becane cynical about the systemthey were asked
to uphold, if they believed they were the only ones who cared about
justice any nore, they would cease caring. Wen you needed them they
woul d conduct their forensic tests, fill out thick files of paperwork to
pl ease the bureaucracy, track dirt across your once clean floors, and

| eave you without even synpat hy.

Standing in his kitchen, holding the | oaded Beretta, Marty knew that he
and Pai ge now constituted their own | ast |ine of defense.

No one else. No greater authority. No guardian of the public welfare.

He needed courage but al so the free-wheeling imgination that he brought
to the witing of his books. Suddenly he seened to be living in another
novel, in that amoral real mwhere stories by Janmes M

Cain or Elnore Leonard took place. Survival in such a dark world
depended upon qui ck thinking, fast action, utter ruthlessness. Mst of
all it hinged on the ability to imgine the worst that life could cone
up with next and, by imagining, be ready for it rather than surprised.

H s m nd was bl ank.

He had no idea where to go, what to do. Pack up and get out of the
house, yes. But then what?

He just stared at the gun in his hand.

Al t hough he | oved the works of Cain and Leonard, his own books were not
that dark. They celebrated reason, logic, virtue, and the triunph of
social order. H's imagination did not lead himtoward vigilante
solutions, situational ethics, or anarchism

Bl ank.
Worried about his ability to cope when so nuch was riding on him Marty
pi cked up the kitchen phone and called the Del ori os.
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When Kat hy answered on the first ring, he said, "lIt's Marty."

"Marty, are you okay? We saw all the police |eaving, and then the
of ficer over here left, too, but nobody's made the situation clear to
us.

I mean, is everything all right? Wat in the world is going on?"

Kat hy was a good nei ghbor and genuinely concerned, but Marty had no
intention of wasting tine in a full recounting of what he'd been through

with either the would-be killer or the police. "Where are Charlotte and
Em | y?"

"Watching TV."

"Wher e?"

"Wll, in the family room"

"Are your doors | ocked?"

"Yes, of course, | think so."

"Be sure. Check them Do you have a gun?"
"A gun? Marty, what is this?"

"Do you have a gun?" he insisted.

"l don't believe in guns. But Vic has one."
"I's he carrying it now?"

"No. He's--"

"Tell himto load it and carry it until Paige and | can get there to pick
up the girls."

"Marty, | don't like this. | don't--"
"Ten minutes, Kathy. 1'Il pick up the girls in ten nminutes or |ess fast
as | can."”

He hung up before she was able to respond.

He hurried upstairs to the guest roomthat doubled as Paige's hone
office. She did the fam |y bookkeepi ng, bal anced the check book, and
| ooked after the rest of their financial affairs.

In the right-hand bottom drawer of the pine desk were files o receipts,
i nvoi ces, and cancel ed checks. The drawer al so contained their
checkbook and savi ngs-account passbook, which Marty retrieved fixed
together with a rubberband. He stuffed theminto the pocket of his

chi nos.

H's mind wasn't blank any nore. He'd thought of some precautions he
ought to take, though they were too feeble to be considered a plan of
action.

In his office he went to the wal k-in storage closet and hastily sel ected
four cardboard cartons fromstacks of thirty to forty boxes ol the sane
size and shape. Each held twenty hardcover books. He could only carry
two at atine to the garage. He put themin the trunk of the BW
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wincing fromthe pain in his neck, which the effort exacerbat ed.

Entering the naster bedroom after his second hasty trip to the car, he
was brought up short just past the threshold by the sight of Paige
snat ching up the shotgun and whi ppi ng around to confront him

"Sorry," she said, when she saw who it was.

"You did it right," he said. "Have you gotten the girls' things
t oget her ?"

"No, I'mjust finishing here."

"I'"ll get started on theirs," he said.

Foll owi ng the blood trail to Charlotte and Emily's room passin the
broken-out section of gallery railing, Marty glanced at the foyer floor
below. He still expected to see a dead man sprawl ed on the cracked
tiles.

Charlotte and Enmily were slunped on the Delorios' famly-room sof a,
heads cl ose together. They were pretending to be deeply involved in a
stupid tel evision comedy show about a stupid famly with stupid kids and
stupid parents doing stupid things to resolve a stupid problem

As |ong as they appeared to be caught up in the program Ms. Delorio
stayed in the kitchen, preparing dinner. M. Delorio either paced
through the house or stood at the front w ndows watching the cops
outside. lgnored, the girls had a chance to whi sper to each other and
try to figure out what was happeni ng at hone.

"Maybe Daddy's been shot," Charlotte worri ed.
"I told you already a million tinmes he wasn't."
"What do you know? You're only seven."

Enmily sighed. "He told us he was okay, in the kitchen, when Momy
t hought he was hurt."

"He was covered with blood," Charlotte fretted.
"He said it wasn't his."

"l don't remenber that."

"I do," Emly said enphatically.

"If Daddy wasn't shot, then who was?"

"Maybe a burglar," Emly said.

"We're not rich, Em \What would a burglar want in our place?
Hey, nmaybe Daddy had to shoot Ms. Sanchez."

"Why shoot M's. Sanchez? She's just the cleaning |ady."

"Maybe she went berserk,"” Charlotte said, and the possibility appeal ed
enornously to her thirst for drana.

Em |y shook her head. "Not Ms. Sanchez. She's nice."

"Ni ce people go berserk."
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"Do not."
"Do too."
Emly folded her arns on her chest. "Nane one."
"Ms. Sanchez," Charlotte said.
"Besides Ms. Sanchez."
"Jack N chol son."
"Who' s he?"

"You know, the actor. |In Batman he was the Joker, and he was totally
massi vel y berserk. "

"So maybe he's always totally nassively berserk."

"No, sometimes he's nice, like in that nmovie with Shirley Mac Line, he
was an astronaut, and Shirley's daughter got real sick and they found
out she had cancer, she died, and Jack was just so sweet and nice."

"Besides, this isn't Ms. Sanchez's day," Emly said.
"What ?"
"She only conmes on Thursdays."

"Really, Em if she went berserk, she wouldn't know what day it was,"
Charlotte countered, pleased with her response, which nade such perfect
sense. "Maybe she's | oose froma | ooney-tune asylum goes around
getting housekeepi ng jobs, then soneti nes when she's berserk she kills
the fanmly, roasts them and eats themfor dinner."

"You're weird," Emly said.

"No, listen," Charlotte insisted in an urgent whisper, "like Hanniba
Lecter."
"Hanni bal the Cannibal!" Emly gasped.

Nei t her of them had been allowed to see the novie which Emily insisted
on calling The Sirens of the Lanbs--because Mom and Daddy didn't think
they were old enough, but they'd heard about it fromother kids in
school who'd seen it on video a billion tines.

Charlotte could tell that Emily was no | onger so sure about Ms.
Sanchez. After all, Hannibal the Canni bal had been a doctor who went
hunongously berserk and bit off people's noses and stuff, so the idea of
a berserk cannibal cleaning | ady suddenly made a | ot of sense.

M. Delorio came into the famly roomto part the drapes over the
sliding glass doors and study the backyard, which was pretty nuch
revealed by the patio lights. 1In his right hand he held a gun. He had
not been carrying a gun before.

Letting the drapes fall back into place, turning away fromthe gl ass
doors, he smiled at Charlotte and Emly. "You kids okay?"

"Yes, sir," Charlotte said. "This is a great show. "

"You need anyt hi ng?"
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"No thanks, sir," Emly said. "W just want to watch the show "
"It's a great show," Charlotte repeated

As M. Delorio left the room both Charlotte and Enmily turned to watch
himuntil he was out of sight.

"Why's he have a gun?" Enily wondered.

"Protecting us. And you know what that neans? Ms. Sanchez nust stil
be alive and on the | oose, |ooking for soneone to eat."

"But what if M. Delorio goes berserk next? He's got a gun, we could
never get away fromhim?"

"Be serious," Charlotte said, but then she realized a physical education
teacher was just as likely to go berserk as any cleaning | ady.

"Listen, Em you know what to do if he goes berserk?"

"Cal |l nine-one-one."

"You won't have tinme for that, silly. So what you'll have to do is,
you'll have to kick himin the nuts."
Emily frowned. "Huh?"

"Don't you renenber the novie Saturday?" Charlotte asked.

Mom had been upset enough about the novie to conplain to the theater
manager. She'd wanted to know how the picture could have received a PG
rating with the |Ianguage and violence in it, and the manager had said it
was PG 13, which was very different.

One of the things that bothered Mom was a scene where the good guy got
away fromthe bad guy by kicking himhard between the | egs. Later, when
someone asked the good guy what the bad guy wanted, the good guy said,

"l don't know what he wanted, but what he needed was a good kick in the
nuts."

Charlotte had sensed, at once, that the |line annoyed her nother

Later, she could have asked for an explanation, and her nother woul d
have gi ven her one. Mm and Daddy believed in answering all of a
child' s questions honestly. But sonetines, it was nore exciting to try
to learn the answer on her own, because then it was sonethi ng she knew
that they didn't know she knew.

At honme, she'd checked the dictionary to see if there was any definition
of "nuts" that would explain what the good guy had done to the bad guy
and al so expl ain why her nother was so unhappy about it.

When she saw that one meani ng of the word was obscene sl ang for
"testicles," she checked that nysterious word in the sane dictionary,
| earned what she coul d, then sneaked into Daddy's office and used his
medi cal encycl opedia to discover nore. It was pretty bizarre stuff.

But she understood it. Sort of. Maybe nore than she wanted to
understand. She had explained it as best she could to Em

But Emdidn't believe a word of it and, evidently, pronptly forgot about
it.

"Just like in the novie Saturday," Charlotte rem nded her. "If things
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get real bad and he goes berserk, kick himbetween the |legs."
"Ch, yeah," Em said dubiously, "kick himin his tickles."
"Testicles."
"I't was tickles."
"It was testicles,"” Charlotte insisted firmy.
Em |y shrugged. "Whatever."

Ms. Delorio walked into the family room drying her hands on a yell ow
kitchen towel. She was wearing an apron over her skirt and bl ouse.

She snell ed of onions, which she had been choppi ng, she'd been starting
to prepare dinner when they'd arrived. "Are you girls ready for nore
Pepsi ?"

"No, ma'am" Charlotte said, "we're fine, thank you. Enjoying the show.
"It's a great show," Emly said.

"One of our favorites," Charlotte said.

Emily said, "It's about a boy with tickles and everyone keeps ki cking
them "

Charlotte al nbst thunped the little twerp on the head.

Frowning with confusion, Ms. Delorio glanced back and forth fromthe
television screen to Emly. "Tickles?"

"Pickles," Charlotte said, naking a lame effort at covering.
The doorbell rang before Em coul d do nore damage.

Ms. Delorio said, "I'lIl bet that's your folks," and hurried out of the

famly room

"Peabrain," Charlotte said to her sister

Emily | ooked snmug. "You're just mad because | showed it was all a lie.
She never heard of boys having tickles."

" Sheesh! "

"So there," Emily said.

"Twerp. "

"Snerp. "

"That's not even a word."

"It isif I want it to be."

The doorbell rang and rang as if soneone was |eaning on it.

Vic peered through the fish-eye lens at the man on the front stoop.

It was Marty Stillwater.

He opened the door, stepping back so his neighbor could enter
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"My God, Marty, it looked like a police convention over there. What was
that all about?"

Marty stared at himintensely for a nonment, especially at the gun in his
right hand, then seened to nmake sonme decision and bli nked.

Wet fromthe rain, his skin | ooked glazed and as unnaturally white as
the face of a porcelain figurine. He seenmed shrunken, shriveled, like a
man recovering froma serious illness.

"Are you all right, is Paige all right?" Kathy asked, entering the hal
behi nd Vi c.

Hesitantly, Marty stepped across the threshold and stopped just inside
the foyer, not entering quite far enough to allow Vic to close the door

"What ," Vic asked, "you're worried about dripping on the floor?

You know Kathy thinks |I'ma hopel ess ness, she's had everything in the
house Scot chgarded! Cone in, conme in."

Wthout entering farther, Marty | ooked past Vic into the living room
then up toward the head of the stairs. He was wearing a black raincoat
buttoned to the neck, and it was too large for him which was part of
the reason he seened shrunken

Just when Vic thought the man was stricken nmute, Marty said, "Were're
t he ki ds?"

"They're okay," Vic assured him "they're safe.”

"I need them" Marty said. H's voice was no |onger raspy, as it had
been earlier, but wooden. "I need them"

"Well, for God's sake, old buddy, can't you at |east come in |ong enough
to tell us what--"

"I need themnow," Marty said, "they're mne."

Not a wooden voice, after all, Vic Delorio realized, but tightly
controlled, as if Marty was biting back anger or terror or sone other
strong enotion, afraid of losing his grip on hinself. He trenbled a
little. Sonme of that rain on his face m ght have been sweat.

Conming forward along the hall, Kathy said, "Marty, what's wong?"

Vi c had been about to ask the sane question. Marty Stillwater was
usual Iy such an easy-goi ng guy, relaxed, quick to smle, but now he was
stiff, awkward. \Whatever he'd been through tonight, it had left deep
mar ks on him

Before Marty could respond, Charlotte and Emily appeared at the end of
the hall, where it opened on the famly room They nust have sli pped
into their raincoats the mnute they heard their father's voice

They were buttoning up as they cane.
Charlotte's voice wavered as she said, "Daddy?"
At the sight of his daughters, Marty's eyes flooded with tears.

When Charlotte spoke to him he took another step inside, so Vic could
cl ose the door.
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The kids ran past Kathy, and Marty dropped to his knees on the foyer
floor, and the kids just about flewinto his arns hard enough to knock
himover. As the three of them hugged one another, the girls tal ked at
once, "Daddy, are you okay? W were so scared. Are you okay? | |ove
you, Daddy. You were all yucky bloody. | told her it wasn't your
blood. Was it a burglar, was it Ms. Sanchez, did she go berserk, did
the mail man go berserk, who went berserk, are you all right, is Mmy
all right, is it over now, why do nice people just suddenly go berserk
anyway?" All three were chattering at once, in fact, because Marty kept
tal king through all of their questions, "My Charlotte, ny Emly, ny
kids, | love you, | love you so much, I won't |let them steal you away
agai n, never again." He kissed their cheeks, their foreheads, hugged
themfiercely, snoothed their hair with his shaky hands, and in general
made over themas if he hadn't seen themin years.

Kathy was smling and at the sane tine crying quietly, daubing at her
eyes with a yell ow dish towel.

Vi c supposed the reunion was touching, but he wasn't as noved by it as
his wife was, partly because Marty | ooked and sounded peculiar to him
not strange in the way he expected a man to be strange after fighting
off an intruder in his house if that was actually what had happened- - but

just . . . well, just strange. Odd. The things Marty was sayi ng were
slightly weird, "My Emily, Charlotte, nine, just as cute as in your
picture, nine, we'll be together, it's ny destiny."

Hi s tone of voice was al so unusual, too shaky and urgent if the ordeal
was over, which the departure of the police surely indicated, but also
too forced. Dramatic. Overly dramatic. He wasn't speaking

spont aneousl y but seenmed to be playing a stage role, struggling to
remenber the right thing to say.

Everyone said creative people were strange, especially witers, and when
Vic first met Martin Stillwater, he expected the novelist to be
eccentric. But Marty had disappointed in that regard, he had been the
nmost nornmal, | evel headed nei ghbor anyone coul d hope to have.

Until now.

Getting to his feet, holding on to his daughters, Marty said, "W've got
to go." He turned toward the front door.

Vic said, "Wait a second, Marty, buddy, you can't just bl ow out of here
like that, with us so damed curious and all."

Marty had | et go of Charlotte only |ong enough to open the door.

He grabbed her hand again as the wind whistled into the foyer and
rattl ed the franed enbroidery of bluebirds and spring flowers that hung
on the wall.

When the witer stepped outside without responding to Vic in any way,
Vi c glanced at Kathy and saw her expression had changed.

Tears still glistened on her cheeks, but her eyes were dry, and she
| ooked puzzl ed.

So it isn't just ne, he thought.

He went outside and saw that the witer was already off the stoop,
headi ng down the walk in the wind-tossed rain, holding the girls' hands.
The air was chilly. Frogs were singing, but their songs were unnatural,
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cold and tinny, like the grinding-racheting of stripped gears in frozen
machi nery. The sound of them nmade Vic want to go back inside, sit in
front of the fire, and drink a lot of hot coffee with brandy in it.

"Dam it, Marty, wait a mnute!"

The writer turned, |ooked back, with the girls cuddling close to his
si des.

Vic said, "We're your friends, we want to help. Watever's wong, we
want to help."

"Not hi ng you can do, Victor' "Victor? Man, you know | hate

"Victor,"
nobody calls nme that, not even ny dear old gray-haired nother if she
knows what's good for her."

"Sorry . . . Vic. I'mjust . . . l've got alot on ny mnd."
Wth the girls in tow, he started down the wal kway agai n.
A car was parked directly at the end of the walk. A new Bui ck.

It | ooked bejeweled in the rain. Engine running. Lights on. Nobody
i nsi de.

Dashing off the stoop into the storm which was no | onger the cl oudburst
it had been but still drenching, Vic caught up with them

"This your car?"
"Yeah," Marty said.
"Si nce when?"
"Bought it today."

"Where's Pai ge?"

"We're going to neet her." Marty's face was as white as the skull
hi dden beneath it. He was trenbling visibly, and his eyes | ooked
strange in the glow of the street lamp. "Listen, Vic, the kids are

going to be soaked to the skin."
"I"'mthe one getting soaked,"” Vic said. "They've got raincoats.

Pai ge isn't over at the house?"

"She left already." Marty glanced worriedly at his house across the
street, where lights still glowed at both the first- and second-fl oor
wi ndows. "W're going to neet her."

"You remenber what you told nme--"
"Vic, please"

"l alnost forgot nyself, what you told nme, and then you were on your way
down the wal k and | renenbered."”

"W've got to go, Vic.
"You told me not to give the kids to anyone if Paige wasn't with them

Not anyone. You remenber what you sai d?"
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Marty carried two | arge suitcases downstairs, into the kitchen.

The Beretta 9mm Par abel | um was stuffed under the wai stband of his
chinos. It pressed unconfortably against his belly. He wore a

rei ndeer-pattern wool sweater, which concealed the gun. His red
and- bl ack ski jacket was unzi pped, so he could reach the pistol easily,
j ust by dropping the bags.

Pai ge entered the kitchen behind him She was carrying one suitcase and
the Mossberg 12-gauge shot gun

"Don't open the outer door," Marty told her as he went through the smal
connecti ng door between the kitchen and the dark garage.

He didn't want the two-bay door open while they | oaded the car because
then it would becone a point of vulnerability. As far as he knew, The
O her m ght have crept back when the cops had | eft, might be outside at
that very mnute.

Following himinto the garage, Paige switched on the overhead
fluorescent panels. The long bulbs flickered but didn't imrediately
catch because the starters were bad. Shadows |eaped and spun al ong the
wal | s, between the cars, in the open rafters.

Torturing his injured neck, Marty involuntarily turned his head sharply
toward each | eaping phantom None of themhad a face at all, let alone
a face identical to his.

The fluorescent cane on all the way. The hard white |light, cold and
flat as a winter-norning sun, brought the shadow dancers to a sudden
hal t .

He is within a few feet of the Buick, holding tightly to his kids
hands, so close to getting away with them Hs Charlotte. H's Emly.

H s future, his destiny, so close, so infuriatingly close.

But Vic won't let go. The guy is a leech. Follows themall the way
fromthe house, as if oblivious of the rain, continuously babbling,
aski ng questions, a nosy bastard.

So close to the car. The engine running, headlights on. Emly in one
hand, Charlotte in the other, and they love him they really |Iove him

They were huggi ng and ki ssing himback there in the foyer, so happy to
see him his little girls. They know their daddy, their real daddy.

If he can just get into the car, close the doors, and drive away,
they're his forever.

Maybe he can kill Vic, the nosy bastard. Then it would be so easy to
escape. But he's not sure he can pull it off.

"You told me not to give the kids to anyone if Paige wasn't with them"
Vic says. "Not anyone. You renenber what you sai d?"

He stares at Vic, not thinking about an answer as nmuch as about wasting
the son of a bitch. But he's hungry again, shaky and weak in the knees,
starting to crave the candy bars on the front seat, sugar,
carbohydrates, nore energy for the repairs he's still undergoing.

"Marty? You renmenber what you sai d?"
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He has no gun, either, which wouldn't ordinarily be a probl em

He's been well-trained to kill with his hands. He mi ght even have
enough strength to do so, in spite of his condition and the fact that
Vic appears to be tough enough to put up a fight.

"I thought it was strange," Vic says, "but you told nme, you said not
even to give themto you unless Paige was with you."

The problemis that the bastard does have a gun. And he's suspicious.

Second by second, all hope of escape is crunbling, washing away in the
rain. The girls are still holding his hand. He's got a firmgrip on
them yes, but they're about to start slipping away, and he doesn't know
what to do. He gapes at Vic, mnd spinning, as stuck for something to
say as he was stuck for something to wite when he sat in his office
earlier in the day and tried to begin a new book

Move, nove, confront, challenge, grapple, and prevail

Abruptly he realizes that to confront this problemand prevail, he needs
to act like a friend, the way friends treat each other and talk with
each other in the novies. That will allay all suspicion

A river of novie menories rushes through his mnd, and he flows with

them "Vic, good heavens, Vic, didIl . . . did | say that?" He

i magi nes he is Jimry Stewart because everyone |ikes and trusts Jimy
Stewart. "I don't know what | meant, nust been outta ny head with
worry. Gosh, it's just that . . . just that |'ve been so darned crazy

scared with all this stuff that's been happening, this crazy stuff."

"What has been happening, Marty?"

Fearful but still gracious, halting but sincere, Jimy Stewart in a
H tchcock film "It's conplicated, Vic, it's all . . . it's screw,
unbel i evable, | half don't believe it nyself. 1t'd take an hour to tel

you, and | don't have an hour, don't have an hour, no sir, not now, |
sure don't.

My kids, these kids, they're in danger, Vic, and God help me if anything
happens to them | wouldn't want to live."

He can see that his new manner is having the desired effect.

He hustles the kids the |l ast few steps to the car, confident that the
nei ghbor isn't going to stop them

But Vic follows, splashing through a puddle. "Can't you tell ne
anyt hi ng?"

Qpeni ng the back door of the Buick, ushering the girls inside, he turns
to Vic once nore. "l'mashaned to say this, but it's nme put themin
danger, me, their father, because of what | do for a living."

Vic | ooks baffled. "You wite books."
"Vic, you know what an obsessive fan is?"

Vic's eyes widen, then narrow as a gust of wind flings raindrops in his

face. "Like that woman and M chael J. Fox a few years ago."
"That's it, that's right, like Mchael J. Fox." The girls are both in
the car. He slans the door. "Only it's a guy bothering us, not sone

crazy worman, and toni ght he goes too far, breaks in the house, he's
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violent, | had to hurt him M. You imagine ne having to hurt any
body, Vic? Now l'mafraid he'll be back, and |I've got to get the girls
away from here."

"My God," Vic says, totally suckered by the tale.

"Now that's all | have tinme to tell you, Vic, nore than | have tinme to
tell you, so you just . . . you just . . . you go back inside there
before you catch your death of pneurmpnia. |['Il call you in a few days,

I"I'l tell you the rest."”
Vic hesitates. "If we can do anything to hel p--"

"Go on now, go on, | appreciate what you' ve done already, but the only
thing nore you can do to help is get out of this rain.

Look at you, you're drenched, for heaven's sake. Go get out of this
rain, sol don't have to worry about you comi n' down w th pneunobnia on
account of ne."

Joining Marty at the back of the BMN where he had dropped the bags,
Pai ge put down the third suitcase and the Mdssberg. Wen he unl ocked
and raised the trunk lid, she saw the three boxes inside.

"What ' re those?"

He said, "Stuff we mght need."

"Li ke what ?"

"I''"l'l explain later." He heaved the suitcases into the trunk

VWhen only two of the three would fit, she said, "The stuff |'ve packed
is all bare necessities. At |east one box has to go."

"No. I'Il put the smallest suitcase in the back seat, on the floor,
under Emly's feet. Her feet don't reach the floor anyway."

Hal fway to the house, Vic |ooks back toward the Buick

Still playing Jimmy Stewart, "Go on, Vic, go on now. There's Kathy on
the stoop, gonna catch her death, too, if you don't get inside, the both
of you."

He turns away, rounds the back of the Buick, and only |ooks at the house
agai n when he reaches the driver's door

Vic is on the stoop with Kathy, too far away now to prevent his escape,
with or without a gun.

He waves at the Delorios, and they wave back. He gets into the Bui ck,
behi nd the steering wheel, the oversize raincoat bunching up around him
He pulls the door shut.

Across the street, in his own house, |ights are agl ow upstairs and down.
The inposter is in there with Paige. His beautiful Paige. He can't do
anyt hi ng about that, not yet, not wi thout a gun.

When he turns to ook into the back seat, he sees that Charlotte and
Enily have al ready buckl ed thenselves into the safety harnesses.

They are good girls. And so cute in their yellow raincoats and nmatchi ng
vinyl hats. Even in their picture, they are not this cute.
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They both start talking, Charlotte first, "Were' re we going, Daddy,
where'd we get this car?"

Em |y says, "Wuere's Monmy?"

Bef ore he can answer them they |launch an unnerciful salvo of questions,
"What happened, who'd you shoot, did you kill anybody?"

"Was it Ms. Sanchez?"

"Did she go berserk |ike Hanni bal the Canni bal, Daddy, was she really
whacko?" Charlotte asked.

Peering through the passenger-side wi ndow, he sees the De lorios go into
their house together and close the front door

Emily says, "Daddy, is it true?"

"Yeah, Daddy, is it true, what you told M. Delorio, like with M chae
J. Fox, is it true? He's cute."

"Just be quiet,"” he tells theminpatiently. He shifts the Buick into
gear, tranps the accelerator. The car bucks in place because he's
forgotten to rel ease the handbrake, which he does, but then the car
jolts forward and stalls.

"Way isn't Momw th you?" Emily asks.

Charlotte's excitenment is grow ng, and the sound of her voice is nmaking
hi m di zzy, "Boy, you had blood all over your shirt, you sure nust've
shot somebody, it was really disgusting, maxinmum gross."”

The craving for food is intense. H s hands are shaking so badly that
the keys jangle noisily when he tries to restart the engine.

Al t hough the hunger won't be nearly as bad this tine as previously,
he' Il be able to go only a few bl ocks before he'll be overwhelnmed with a
need for those candy bars.

"\Where's Mommy?"

"He nust've tried to shoot you first, did he try to shoot you first, did
he have a knife, that woul d've been scary, a knife, what did he have,
Daddy?"

The starter grinds, the car chugs, but the engine won't turn over, as if
he has flooded it.

"\WWhere's Momry?"

"Did you actually fight himw th your bare hands, take a knife away from
hi m or sonet hing, Daddy, how could you do that, do you know karate, do
you?"

"Where's Mommy? | want to know where Mommy is."

Rai n thunps off the car roof. Pongs off the hood. The flooded engi ne
i s maddeni ngly unresponsive, ruuurrrrr-ruuurrrrr-ruuurrrrr.

W ndshi el d wi pers thuddi ng, thudding. Back and forth. Back and forth.

Poundi ng i ncessantly. Grlish voices in the back seat, increasingly
shrill. Like the strident buzzing of bees. Buzz-buzz-buzz.
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Has to concentrate to keep his trenbling hand firmy on the key.

Sweaty, spastic fingers keep slipping off. Afraid of overconpensating,
maybe snap the key off in the ignition. Ruuurrrrr-ruuurrrrr.

St ar vi ng.

Need to eat. Need to get away from here. Thunp. Pong. |[|ncessant
pounding. Pain revives in his nearly heal ed wounds. Hurts to breathe.

Dam engine. Ruuurrrrr. Whn't start. Ruuurrrrr-ruuurrrrr.
Daddy- Daddy Daddy- Daddy- Daddy, buzzzzzzzzzzzz.

Frustration to anger, anger to hatred, hatred to viol ence.
Vi ol ence sonetinmes soot hes.

Itching to hit sonmething, anything, he turns in his seat, glares back at
the girls, screans at them "Shut up, shut, up, shut up!"

They are stunned. As if he has never spoken to themlike this before.

The little one bites her lip, can't bear to look at him turns her face
to the side w ndow.

"Quiet, for Christ's sake, be quiet!"

When he faces forward again and tries to start the car, the ol der girl
bursts into tears as if she's a baby. Wpers thudding, starter
grinding, engine wallow ng, the steady thunp of rain, and now her whiny
weepi ng, so piercing, grating, just too much to bear. He screans

wordl essly at her, |oud enough to drown out her crying and all the other
sounds for a nonment. He considers clinbing into the back seat with the
damm shrieking little thing, make it stop, hit it, shake it, clanp one
hand over its nose and nmouth until it can't nake a sound of any kind,
until it finally stops crying, stops struggling, just stops, stops --and
abruptly the engine chugs, turns over, purrs sweetly.

"I''"l'l be right back," Paige said as Marty put the suitcase on the fl oor
behind the driver's seat of the BMWN

He | ooked up in tine to see that she was heading into the house.
"Wait, what're you doi ng?"

"Got to turn off all the lights.”

"To hell with that. Don't go back in there."

It was a nonment fromfiction, straight out of a novel or novie, and
Marty recognized it as such. Having packed, having gotten as far as the
car, that close to escaping unscathed, they would return to the house to
conpl ete an inessential task, confident of their safety, and sonehow t he
psychopath would be in there, either because he had returned while they
were in the garage or because he had successfully hidden in sone
cleverly conceal ed ni che throughout the police search of the prenises.
They woul d move fromroomto room switching off the lights, letting
darkness spill through the house where upon the | ook-alike would
materialize, a shadow out of shadows, wielding a |large butcher's knife
taken fromthe rack of inplenents in their own kitchen, slashing,
stabbing, killing one or both of them

Marty knew real |ife was neither as extravagantly colorful as the nost
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eventful fiction nor half as drab as the average acadeni ¢ novel --and
| ess predictable than either. H's fear of returning to the house to
switch off the lights was irrational, the product of a too-fertile

i magi nati on and a novelist's predilection to anticipate drana,

mal evol ence , and tragedy in every turn of human affairs, in every
change of weather, plan, dream hope, or roll of dice.

Nevert hel ess, they weren't going back into the damm house. No way in
hel | .

"Leave the lights on," he said. "Lock up, raise the garage door, let's
get the kids and get out of here."

Maybe Paige had lived with a novelist |ong enough for her own

i magi nati on to be corrupted, or nmaybe she renenbered all of the blood in
the upstairs hall. For whatever reason, she didn't protest that |eaving
so many lights on would be a waste of electricity. She thunbed the
button to activate the Genie lift, and shut the door to the kitchen with
her ot her hand.

As Marty closed and | ocked the trunk of the BMAN the garage door
finished rising. Wth a final clatter it settled into the full-open
posi ti on.

He | ooked out at the rainy night, his right hand straying to the butt of

the Beretta at his waistband. Hi s imgination was still churning, and
he was prepared to see the indomtable |ook-alike comng up the
driveway.

What he saw, instead, was worse than any inage conjured by his

i magi nati on. A car was parked across the street in front of the De
lorios' house. It wasn't the Delorios' car. Mrty had never seen it
before. The headlights were on, though the driver was having difficulty
getting the engine to turn over, it cranked and cranked. Al though the
driver was only a dark shape, the snall pale oval of a child s face was
visible at the rear window, staring out fromthe back seat. Even at a
di stance, Marty was sure that the little girl in the Buick was Emly.

At the connecting door to the kitchen, Paige was fumbling for house keys
in the pockets of her corduroy jacket.

Marty was in the grip of paralytic shock. He couldn't call out to
Pai ge, couldn't nove

Across the street, the engine of the Buick caught, chugged
consunptively, then roared fully to life. Couds of crystallized funes
billowed fromthe exhaust pipe

Marty didn't realize he'd shattered the paral ysis and begun to nove
until he was out of the garage, in the niddle of the driveway, sprinting
through the cold rain toward the street. He felt as though he had
teleported thirty feet in a tiny fraction of a second, but it was just
that, operating on instinct and sheer aninmal terror, his body was ahead
of his mnd.

The Beretta was in his hand. He didn't recall drawing it out of his
wai st band.

The Buick pulled away fromthe curb and Marty turned left to followit.

The car was noving slowly because the driver had not yet realized that
he was bei ng pursued.
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Emily was still visible. Her frightened face was now pressed tightly to
the glass. She was staring directly at her father

Marty was closing on the car, ten feet fromthe rear bunper.

Then it accelerated snmoothly away fromhim nuch faster than he coul d
run. |Its tires parted the puddles with a percol ative burble and pl ash

Li ke a passenger on Charon's gondola, Enily was being ferried not just
along a street but across the river Styx, into the land of the dead.

A bl ack wave of despair washed over Marty, but his heart began to pound
even nore fiercely than before, and he found a strength he had not

i magi ned he possessed. He ran harder than ever, splashing through
puddl es, feet hammering the blacktop with what seened |ike jackhamrer
force, punping his arns, head tucked down, eyes always on the prize.

At the end of the block the Buick slowed. It came to a full stop at the
i ntersection.

Gasping, Marty caught up with it. Back bunper. Rear fender
Rear door.

Emly's face was at the w ndow.

She was | ooki ng up at him now.

Hi s senses were as heightened by terror as if he'd taken mind altering
drugs. He was hal l uci nogenically aware of every detail of the scores of
rai ndrops on the gl ass between hinself and his daughter their curved and
pendul ous shapes, the bleak whorls and shards of light fromthe street

|l anps reflected in their quivering surfaces--as if each of those
droplets was equal in inmportance to anything else in the world.

Li kewi se, he saw the interior of the car not just as a dark blur but as
an el aborate di mensional tapestry of shadows in countless hues of gray,
bl ue, black. Beyond Emily's pale face, in that intricate needl ework of
dusk and gl oom was another figure, a second child, Charlotte.

Just as he drew even with the driver's door and reached for the handl e,
the car began to nove again. It swung right, through the intersection

Marty slipped and al nost fell on the wet pavement. He regained his
bal ance, held on to the gun, and scranbled after the Buick as it turned
into the cross street.

The driver was | ooking to the right, unaware of Marty on his |eft.

He was wearing a black coat. Only the back of his head was visible
through the rain-streaked side window His hair was darker than Vic
Del ori o' s.

Because the car was still noving slowy as it conpleted the turn, M

Marty caught up with it again, breathing strenuously, ears filled with
the hard drummi ng of his heart. He didn't reach for the door this tine
because maybe it was | ocked. He would squander the el enment of surprise
by trying it. Raising the Beretta, he ained at the back of the man's
head.

The kids could be hit by a ricochet, flying glass. He had to risk it.

O herwi se, they were | ost forever.
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Though there was little chance the driver was Vic Delorio or another

i nnocent person, Marty couldn't squeeze the trigger w thout know ng for
sure at whom he was shooting. Still nmoving, paralleling the car, he
shout ed, "Hey, hey, hey!"

The driver snapped his head around to | ook out the side w ndow.
Along the barrel of the pistol, Marty stared at his own face.

The O her. The glass before himseemed |ike a cursed mrror in which
his reflection was not confined to precise mmcry but was free to
reveal nore vicious enmptions than anyone would ever want the world to
see, as it confronted him that |ooking-glass face clenched with hatred
and fury.

Startled, the driver had let his foot slip off the accel erator
For the briefest moment the Buick sl owed.
No nore than four feet fromthe wi ndow, Marty squeezed off two rounds.

In the instant before the resonant thunder of the first gunshot echoed
off an infinitude of wet surfaces across the rai nswept night, he thought
he saw the driver drop to the side and down, still holding the steering
wheel with at | east one hand but trying to get his head out of the line
of fire. The nmuzzle flashed, and shattering gl ass obscured the
bastard's fate.

Even as the second shot booned cl ose after the first, the car tires
shrieked. The Buick bolted forward, as a nmean horse m ght expl ode out
of a rodeo gate.

He ran after the car, but it blew anay fromhimw th a backwash of
turbulent air and exhaust fumes. The |ook-alike was still alive,
perhaps injured but still alive and determ ned to escape.

Rocketing eastward, the Buick began to angle onto the wong side of the
two-1ane street. On that trajectory, it was going to junp the curb and
crash into soneone's front |awn.

In his treacherous nmnd' s eye, Marty inmagined the car hitting the curb
at high speed, flipping, rolling, slaming into one of the trees or the
side of a house, bursting into flanes, his daughters trapped in a coffin
of blazing steel. 1In the darkest corner of his mind, he could even hear
them screanming as the fire seared the flesh fromtheir bones.

Then, as he pursued it, the Buick swng back across the center line,
intoits own lane. It was still noving fast, too fast, and he had no
hope of catching it.

But he ran as if it was his own life for which he was running, his
throat beginning to burn again as he breathed through his open nouth,
chest aching, needles of pain lancing the length of his |egs.

Hi s right hand was cl anped so fiercely around the butt of the Beretta
that the muscles in his armthrobbed fromwist to shoulder. And with
each desperate stride, the names of his daughters echoed through his
mnd in an unvoiced scream of |oss and grief.

When their father shouted at themto shut up, Charlotte was as hurt as
if he'd slapped her face, for in her nine years, nothing she had said
and no stunt she'd pulled had ever before made him so angry. Yet she
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didn't understand what had infuriated himbecause all she'd done was ask
some questions. His scolding of her was so unfair, and the fact that he
had never been unfair in her recollection only added sting to his
reprimand. He seenmed angry with her for no other reason than that she
was herself, as if sonething about her very nature suddenly repelled and
di sgusted him which was an unbearabl e thought because she coul dn't
change who she was, what she was, and naybe her own father was never
again going to like her. He would never be able to take back the | ook
of rage and hatred on his face, and she woul d never be able to forget it
as long as she lived. Everything had changed between them forever. Al
of this she thought and under stood in a second, even before he had
finished shouting at them and she burst into tears.

Dmy aware that the car finally started, pulled away fromthe curb, and
reached the end of the block, Charlotte rose partway out of

her m sery only when Emturned fromthe w ndow, grabbed her arm and
shook her. Em whispered fiercely, "Daddy."

At first, Charlotte thought Emwas unjustly peeved with her for naking
Daddy angry and was warning her to be quiet. But before she could

| aunch into sisterly conbat, she realized there had been joyfu
excitenment in Ems voice

Sonet hi ng i nportant was happeni ng.

Bl i nki ng back tears, she saw that Em was al ready pressed to the w ndow
again. As the car pulled through the intersection and turned right,
Charlotte followed the direction of her sister's gaze.

As soon as she spotted Daddy runni ng al ongsi de the car, she knew he was
her real father. The daddy behind the wheel --the daddy with the hatefu
|l ook on his face, who screaned at children for no reason--was a fake.
Sonebody else. O sonme thing else, naybe like in the novies, grown out
of a seed pod from anot her gal axy, one day just a lot of ugly goop and
the next day all forned into Daddy's | ook-alike. She suffered no
confusion at the sight of two identical fathers, had no trouble know ng
whi ch was the real one, as an adult m ght have, because she was a kid
and ki ds knew t hese things.

Keeping pace with the car as it turned into the next street, pointing
the gun at the wi ndow of the driver's door, Daddy yelled, "Hey, hey,
hey! "

As the fake daddy realized who was shouting at him Charlotte reached
out as far as her safety belt would allow, grabbed a handful of Emis
coat, and yanked her sister away fromthe wi ndow "Get down, cover your
face, quick!"

They | eaned toward each ot her, cuddl ed together, shielded each other's
heads with their arns.

BAM

The gunfire was the | oudest sound Charlotte had ever heard. Her ears
rang.

She al nost started to cry again, in fear this tinme, but she had to be
tough for Em At atime like this a big sister had to think about her
responsibilities

BAM

Even as the second shot booned a heartbeat after the first, Charlotte
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knew t he fake daddy had been hit because he squealed with pain and
cursed, spitting out the S-word over and over. He was still in good
enough shape to drive, and the car | eaped forward.

They seemed out of control, swinging to the left, going very fast, then
turning sharply back to the right.

Charlotte sensed they were going to crash into something. |If they
weren't smashed to smithereens in the weck, she and Em had to be ready
to nove fast when they cane to a stop, get out of the car, and out of
the way so Daddy could deal with the fake.

She had no doubt Daddy could handl e the other man. Though she wasn't
ol d enough to have read any of his novels, she knew he wote about
killers and guns and car chases, just this sort of thing, so he would
know exactly what to do. The fake would be real sorry he had nessed
wi th Daddy, he would wind up in prison for a long, long tine.

The car swerved back to the left, and in the front seat the fake nmade
smal | bl eating sounds of pain that rem nded her of the cries of wayne
the Gerbil that tinme when sonmehow he'd gotten one small foot stuck in
the mechani sm of his exercise wheel. But wayne never cursed, of course,
and this nman was cursing nore angrily than ever, not just using the
S-word but God's nanme in vain, plus all sorts of words she had never
heard before but knew were unquestionably bad | anguage of the worst

ki nd.

Keeping a grip on Em Charlotte felt along her seatbelt with her free
hand, seeking the release button, found it, and held her thunb lightly
on it.

The car jolted over sonething, and the driver hit the brakes.

They slid sideways on the wet street. The back end of the car swung
around to the left, and her tummy turned over as if they were on an
anusenent - park ride.

The driver's side of the car slammed hard into sonething, but not hard

enough to kill them She jammred her thunb on the rel ease button, and
her safety belt retracted. Funbling at Em s waist--"Your belt, get your
belt off!"--she found her sisters release button in a second or two.

Em s door was jamred agai nst whatever they had hit. They had to go out
Charlotte's side.

She pull ed Em across her. Pushed open the door. Shoved Emthrough it.

At the same time, Emwas pulling her, as if Emherself was the one doing
the rescuing, and Charlotte wanted to say, Hey, who's the big sister
her e?

The fake daddy saw or heard themgetting out. He lunged for them across
the back of the front seat--"Little bitch!"--and grabbed Charlotte's
floppy rain hat.

She scooted out fromunder the hat, through the door, into the night and
rain, tumbling onto her hands and knees on the bl acktop

Looki ng up, she saw that Emwas already tottering across the street
toward the far sidewal k, wobbling like a baby that had just learned to
wal k. Charlotte scranbled up and ran after her sister

Sonebody was shouting their nanes.
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Daddy.
Their real Daddy.

Three-quarters of a block away, the speeding Buick hit a broken tree
branch in a huge puddl e and slid on a churning foam of water

Marty was heartened by the chance to close the gap but horrified by the
t hought of what m ght happen to his daughters. The nmental filmclip of
a car crash didn't just play through his mnd again, it had never
stopped playing. Now it seenmed about to be translated out of his

i magi nati on, the way scenes were translated fromnental images into
words on the page, except that this time he was taking it one large step
further, |eaping over typescript, translating directly fromimagi nati on
into reality. He had the crazy idea that the Buick woul dn't have gone
out of control if he hadn't pictured it doing so, and that his daughters
woul d burn to death in the car nmerely because he had inmagined it
happeni ng.

The Buick canme to a sudden and noi sy stop against the side of a parked
Ford Explorer. Though the clang of the collision jarred the night, the
car didn't roll or burn.

To Marty's astoni shnent, the right-side rear passenger door flew open,
and his kids erupted like a pair of joke snakes exploding froma tin
can.

As far as he could tell, they weren't seriously hurt, and he shouted at
themto get away fromthe Buick. But they didn't need his advice.

They had an agenda of their own, and i mredi ately scranbl ed across the
street, |ooking for cover.

He kept running. Now that the girls were out of the car, his fury was
greater than his fear. He wanted to hurt the driver, kill him

It wasn't a hot rage but cold, a mindless reptilian savagery that scared
hi m even as he surrendered to it.

He was less than a third of a block fromthe car when its engine
shrieked and the spinning tires began to snmoke. The Other was trying to
get away, but the vehicles were hung up on each other. Tortured netal
abruptly screeched, popped, and the Buick started to tear |oose of the
Expl orer.

Marty woul d have preferred to be closer when he opened fire, so he'd
have a better chance of hitting The Qher, but he sensed he was as cl ose
as he was going to get. He skidded to a halt, raised the Beretta,
holding it with both hands, shaking so badly he couldn't hold the sight
on target, cursing hinself for his weakness, trying to be a rock

The recoil of the first shot kicked the barrel high, and Marty | owered
it before firing another round.

The Bui ck broke free of the Explorer and lurched forward a few feet.

For a nonent its tires lost traction on the slick pavenent and spun in
pl ace again, spewing behind it a silvery spray of water

He pulled the trigger, grunting in satisfaction as the rear w ndow of
the Bui ck inploded, and squeezed off another round right away, aimng
for the driver, trying to visualize the bastard's skull inploding as the
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wi ndow had done, hoping that what he imagined would translate into
reality. Wen its tires got a bite of the pavenent, the Buick shot away
fromhim Marty punped another round and an other, even though the car
was al ready out of range. The girls weren't in the line of fire and no
one else seened to be on the rainy street, but it was irresponsible to
continue shooting because he had little chance of hitting The Gther. He
was nore likely to blow away an i nnocent who happened to pass on sone
cross street ahead, nore likely to shatter a wi ndow in one of the nearby
houses and waste sonmeone sitting in front of a TV. But he didn't care,
couldn't stop hinself, wanted bl ood, vengeance, enptied the magazi ne,
repeatedly pulled the trigger after the last bullet had been expended,
making primtive wordl ess sounds of rage, totally out of control

In the BMN Paige ran the stop sign. The car slid around the corner,
al most tipping onto two wheels before she straightened it out, facing
east on the cross street.

The first thing she saw after naking the corner was Marty in the mddle
of the street. He was standing with his |l egs widely spread, his back to
her, firing the pistol at the dw ndling Buick

Her breath caught and her heart seized up. The girls nust be in the
recedi ng car.

She tranped the accelerator to the floor, intending to swi ng around
Marty and catch up with the Buick, ramthe back of it, run it off the
road, fight the kidnapper with her bare hands, claw the son of a bitch's
eyes out, whatever she had to do, anything. Then she saw the girls in
their bright yellow rain slickers on the right-hand sidewal k, standing
under a street lanp. They were hol ding each other. They |ooked so
small and fragile in the drizzling rain and bitter yellow sh Iight.

Past Marty, Paige pulled to the curb. She threw open the door and got
out of the BMN |eaving the headlights on and the engi ne running.

As she ran to the kids, she heard herself saying, "Thank God, thank Cod,
thank God, thank God." She couldn't stop saying it even when she
crouched and swept both girls into her arnms at the sane tine, as if on
sone | evel she believed that the two words had magi c power and that her
children woul d suddenly vani sh from her enbrace if she stopped chanting
the mantra

The girls hugged her fiercely. Charlotte buried her face agai nst her
mot her's neck. Emly's eyes were huge.

Marty dropped to his knees beside them He kept touching the kids,
especially their faces, as if he was having difficulty believing that
their skin was still warmand their eyes lively, astonished to see that
breath still steaned fromthem He repeatedly said, "Are you all right,
are you hurt, are you all right?" The only injury he could find was a
m nor abrasion on Charlotte's left palm incurred when she'd plunged
fromthe Buick and | anded on her hands and knees.

The only major and troubling difference in the girls was their unusua
constraint. They were so subdued that they seenmed neek, as if they had
just been severely chastised. The brief experience with the ki dnapper
had | eft themfrightened and withdrawn. Their usual self confidence

m ght not return for sone tine, mght never be as strong as it had once
been. For that reason al one Pai ge wanted to nmake the nman in the Buick
suffer.

Al ong the block, a couple of people had cone out on their front porches
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to see what the commotion was about--now that the shooting had stopped.
O hers were at their w ndows.
Sirens wailed in the distance.
Rising to his feet, Marty said, "Let's get out of here."
"The police are coming," Paige said.
"That's what | mean."
"But they--"
"They' || be as bad as last time, worse."

He picked up Charlotte and hurried with her to the BMWVas the sirens
swel | ed | ouder.

Chips of glass are lodged in his |left eye. For the nobst part, the

t enper ed wi ndow had di ssolved in a gumy nmass. It had not cut his face.
But tiny shards are enbedded deep in the tender ocular tissues, and the
pain is devastating. Every novenent of the eye works the gl ass deeper,
does nore damage

Because his eye twitches when the worst needl e-sharp pains stitch
through it, he keeps blinking involuntarily, although it is torture to
do so. To stop the blinking, he holds the fingers of his |left hand

agai nst his closed eyelid, applying only the gentlest pressure. As mnuch
as possible, he drives with just his right hand.

Sonetinmes he has to |l et the eye twitch unattended because he

needs to use the left hand to drive. Wth the right, he tears open
one of the candy bars and crans it into his nouth as fast as he can
chew.

H s nmetabolic furnace denmands fuel

A bullet crease marks his forehead above the sane eye. The furrowis as
wide as his index finger and a little nmore than an inch long. To the
bone. At first it bled freely. Now the clotting bl ood oozes thickly
over his eyebrow and seeps between the fingers that he holds to the
eyel i d.

If the bullet had been one inch to the left, it would have taken himin
the tenple and drilled into his brain, jamm ng splinters of bone in
front of it.

He fears head wounds. He is not confident that he can recover from
brain damage either as entirely or as swiftly as fromother injuries.

Maybe he can't recover fromit at all.

Hal f blind, he drives cautiously. Wth only one eye he has |ost depth
perception. The rain-pooled streets are treacherous.

The police now have a description of the Buick, perhaps even the license
number. They will be looking for it, routinely if not actively, and the
damage along the driver's side will make it easier to spot.

He is in no condition to steal another car at this time. He's not only

hal f blind but still shaky fromthe gunshot wounds that he suffered
three hours ago. |If he is caught in the act of stealing an unattended
car, or if he encounters resistance when trying to kill another notori st
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such as the one whose raincoat he wears and who is tenporarily entonbed
in the Buick's trunk, he is likely to be apprehended or nore seriously
wounded.

Driving north and west from M ssion Viejo, he quickly crosses the city
line into El Toro. Though in a new community, he does not feel safe.

If there is an APB out on the Buick, it will probably be county-w de.

The greatest danger arises fromstaying on the nove, increasing the risk
of being seen by the cops. |If he can find a secluded place to park the
Bui ck, where it will be safe fromdiscovery at |east until tonmorrow, he
can curl up on the back seat and rest.

He needs to sleep and give his body a chance to mend. He has gone two
nights without rest since |l eaving Kansas City. Odinarily he could
remain alert and active for a third night, possibly a fourth, with no
dim nution of his faculties. But the toll of his injuries, combined
with |l ost sleep and tremendous physical exertion, requires time out for
conval escence.

Tonmorrow he will get his famly back, reclaimhis destiny. He has
wander ed al one and in darkness for so long. One nore day wll nake
little difference.

He was so close to success. For a brief time his daughters be longed to
himagain. H's Charlotte. H's Enmly.

He recalls the joy he felt in the foyer of the Del orio house, holding
the girls' small bodies against him They were so sweet.

Butterfly-soft kisses on his cheeks. Their nusical voices--"Daddy,
Daddy"--so full of love for him

Renenberi ng how cl ose he was to taki ng pernanent possession of them he
is on the brink of tears. He nmust not cry. The convul sion of the
muscl es in his damaged eye will anplify his pain unbearably, and tears
in his right eye will reduce himto virtual blindness.

I nstead, as he cruises residential neighborhoods fromE Toro into
Laguna Hills, where house lights glowwarmy in the rain and taunt him
with images of domestic bliss, he thinks about how those sanme children
ultimately defied and abandoned him for this subject |eads hi maway
fromtears and toward anger. He does not understand why his sweet
little girls would choose the charlatan over their real father, when

m nutes previously they had showered himwth thrilling kisses and
adoration. Their betrayal disturbs him Graws at him

While Marty drove, Paige sat in the back seat with Charlotte and Em |y,
hol ding their hands. She was enotionally incapable of letting go of
them just yet.

Marty followed an indirect route across Mssion Viejo, initially stayed
off main streets as much as possible, and successfully avoi ded the
police. Block after block, Paige continued to study the traffic around
them expecting the battered Buick to appear and try to force them of f
the pavenent. Twi ce she turned to | ook out the rear wi ndow, certain
that the Buick was following them but her fears were - never realized

- When Marty picked up the Marguerite Parkway and headed south, Paige
finally asked, "Were are we goi ng?"

He glanced at her in the rearviewnirror. "I don't know Just away
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fromhere. [I'mstill thinking about where."
"Maybe they woul d've believed you this time."
"Not a chance."
"Peopl e back there nust've seen the Buick."

"Maybe. But they didn't see the man driving it. None of them can back
up ny story."

"Vic and Kathy nust've seen him"

"And thought he was ne."

"But nowthey'll realize he wasn't."

"They didn't see us together, Paige. That's what matters, damm it!
Soneone seeing us together, an independent witness."

She said, "Charlotte and Emily. They saw himand you at the same time."

Marty shook his head. "Doesn't count. | wish it did. But Lowbock
won't put any stock in the testinony of little kids."

"Not so little,” Emly piped up from besi de Pai ge, sounding even younger
and tinier than she actually was.

Charl otte remai ned uncharacteristically quiet. Both girls were stil
shivering, but Charlotte had a worse case of the shakes than did Emly

She was | eani ng agai nst her nother for warnth, her head pulled
turtlelike into the collar of her coat.

Marty had the heater turned up as high as it would go. The interior of
the BMW shoul d have been suffocatingly hot. It wasn't.

Even Pai ge was cold. She said, "Maybe we should go back and try to talk
sense to them anyway."

Marty was adanant. "Honey, no, we can't. Think about it.
They' || sure as hell take the Beretta. | shot at the guy with it.

Fromtheir point of view, one way or another, there's been a crinme, and
the gun was used in the commission of it. Either sonebody really
attenpted to kidnap the girls, and | tried to kill him O it's stil

all a hoax to sell books, get ne higher on the bestseller list. Maybe
hired a friend to drive the Buick, shot a bunch of blanks at him

i nduced my own kids to lie, nowl'mfiling another false police report."

"After all this, Lowbock won't still be pushing that ridiculous theory."
"Wn't he? The hell he won't."

"Marty, he can't."

He sighed. "Ckay, all right, nmaybe he won't, probably he won't."

Pai ge said, "He'll realize that something a ot nore serious is going
on--"

"But he won't believe ny story either, which |'ve got to adnit sounds
nuttier than a giant-size can of Planters finest. And if you' d read the

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (157 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:33 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

piece in People . . . Anyway, he'll take the Beretta. What if he
di scovers the shotgun in the trunk?"

"There's no reason for himto take that."

"He might find an excuse. Listen, Paige, Lowbock's not going to change
his mnd about ne that easily, not just because the kids tell himit's
all true. He'll still be a lot nore suspicious of ne than of any guy in
a Buick he's never seen. |f he takes both guns, we're defense |ess.

Suppose the cops | eave, then this bastard, this |ook-alike, he wal ks
into the house two minutes later, when we don't have anything to protect
oursel ves."

"If the police still don't believe it, if they won't give us protection,
then we won't stay at the house."

"No, Paige, | literally nean what if the bastard wal ks in two m nutes
after the cops | eave, doesn't even give us a chance to clear out?"

"He's not likely to risk--"

"Ch, yes, he is! Yes, heis. He came back alnpost imediately after the
cops left the first tine--didn't he? just boldly walked up to the
Del orios' front door and rang the damm bell

He seens to thrive on risk. | wouldn't put it past the bastard to break
in on us while the cops were still there, shoot everyone in sight. He's
crazy, this whole situation is crazy, and | don't want to bet nmy life or
yours or the kids' lives on what the creep is going to do next."

Pai ge knew he was right.

However, it was difficult, even painful, to accept that their situation
was so dire as to place them beyond the help of the law. If they
couldn't receive official assistance and protection, then the governnent
had failed themin its nost basic duty, to provide civil order through
the fair but strict enforcenent of a crimnal code. 1In spite of the
compl ex machine in which they rode, in spite of the nodern hi ghway on
whi ch they travel ed and the sprawl of suburban lights that covered nost
of the southern California hills and vales, this failure meant they were
not living in a civilized world. The shopping malls, elaborate transit
systens, glittering centers for the performng arts, sports arenas,

i mposi ng governnent buil dings, nultiplex novie theaters, office towers,
sophi sticated French restaurants, churches, museumns, parKks,

uni versities, and nucl ear power plants anounted to nothing but an

el aborate facade of civilization, tissue-thin for all its apparent
solidity, and in truth they were living in a high-tech anarchy,
sust ai ned by hope and sel f - del usi on

The steady humof the car tires gave birth in her to a nounting dread, a
mood of inpending calamity. It was such a comopn sound, hard rubber
tread spinning at high speed over blacktop, nerely a part of the
quotidian nmusic of daily life, but suddenly it was as om nous as the
drone of approachi ng bonbers.

When Marty turned sout hwest on the Crown Valley Parkway, toward Laguna
Ni guel, Charlotte at |ast broke her silence. "Daddy?"

Pai ge saw himglance at the rearview mrror and knew by his worried eyes
that he, too, had been troubled by the girl's unusual spell of
i ntroversion.
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He said, "Yes, baby?"
"What was that thing?" Charlotte asked.
"What thing, honey?"
"The thing that |ooked Iike you."

"That's the million-dollar question. But whoever he is, he's just a
man, not a thing. He's just a man who | ooks an awful lot like me."

Pai ge thought about all the blood in the upstairs hall, about how

qui ckly the | ook-alike had recovered fromtwo chest wounds to nmake a
qui ck escape and to return, a short tine later, strong enough to renew
the assault. He didn't seem human. And Marty's statenents to the
contrary were, she knew, nothing but the obligatory reassurances of a
father who knew that children sonetinmes needed to believe in the
omi sci ence and unshakabl e equanimty of adults.

After further silence, Charlotte said, "No, it wasn't a man. It was a
thing. Mean. Wgly inside. A cold thing." A shudder wacked her,
causi ng her next words to issue trenplo, "I kissed it and said

"1 | ove

you' to it, but it was just a thing."

The upscal e garden-apartnent conpl ex enconpasses a score or nore of
| arge buil dings housing ten or twelve apartnents each. It spraw s over
park-1ike grounds shaded by a small forest of trees.

The streets within the conplex are serpentine. Residents are provided
with comunity carports, redwood structures with only a back wall and
roof, eight or ten stalls in each. Bougainvillea clinbs the colums
that support each roof, |ending a note of grace, although at night the
vivid bl ossons are bl eached of nobst of their color by the detergent-blue
Iight of mercury-vapor security |anps.

Thr oughout the devel opnent are uncovered parking areas where the white
curbs are stenciled with black letters, VIS TOR PARKI NG ONLY.

In a deep cul -de-sac, he finds a visitors' zone that provides himwth a
perfect place to spend the night. None of the six spaces is occupied,
and the last is flanked on one side by a five-foot-high ol eander hedge.
When he backs the car into the slot, tight against the hedge, the

ol eander conceal s the damage al ong the driver's side.

An acacia tree has been allowed to encroach upon the nearest street
lamp. Its leafy linbs block nost of the light. The Buick stands
| argely in darkness.

The police are not likely to cruise the conplex nore than once or tw ce
bet ween now and dawn. And when they do, they will not be checking
Iicense plates but scanning the grounds for indications of burglary or
other crines in progress.

He switches off the headlights and the engi ne, gathers up what renains
of his store of candy, and gets out of the car, shaking off the bits of
gummy, tenpered glass that cling to him

Rain is no longer falling.

The air is cool and cl ean.
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The night keeps its own counsel, silent but for the tick and plop of
still-dripping trees.

He gets into the back seat and softly closes the door. It is not a
confortable bed. But he has known worse. He settles into the feta
position, curled around candy bars instead of an unbilicus, blanketed
only by the roomy raincoat.

As he waits for sleep to overtake him he thinks again of his daughters
and their betrayal

Inevitably, he wonders if they prefer their other father to him the
false to the real. This is a dreadful possibility to be forced to
expl ore.

If it is true, it neans that those he |loves the nost are not victimnms, as
he is, but are active participants in the Byzantine pl ot against him

Their false father is probably lenient with them Allows themto eat
what they want. Lets themgo to bed as |ate as they please.

Al children are anarchists by nature. They need rul es and standards of
behavi or, or they grow up to be wild and anti soci al

When he kills the hateful false father and retakes control of his
famly, he will establish rules for everything and will strictly enforce
them M sbehavior will be instantly punished. Pain is one of life's
greatest teachers, and he is an expert in the application of pain.

Order will be restored within the Stillwater household, and his children
will commt no act without first soberly reflecting upon the rules that
govern them

Initially, of course, they will hate himfor being so stern and
unconpromni sing. They will not understand that he is acting in their
best interests.

However, each tear that his punishnents wing fromthemw Il be sweet to
him Each cry of pain will be a gladdening nusic. He will be

unrel enting with them because he knows that in tine they will realize he
i mposes gui dance upon them only because he cares so profoundly about
them They will love himfor his stern fatherly concern. They wll
adore himfor providing the discipline which theY need--and secretly
desire but which it is their very nature to Paige also will need to be

di sci plined. He knows about wonen's needs. He renenbers a filmwth
Ki m Basi nger in which sex and a craving for discipline were shown to be
inextricably entwined. He anticipates Paige's instructions with
particul ar pl easure.

Since the day that his career, famly, and nenories were stolen from

hi m -which m ght be a year or ten years ago, for all he knows--he has
lived primarily through the novies. The adventures he has experienced
and t he poignant | essons he has learned in count | ess darkened theaters
seemas real to himas the car seat on which he now lies and the

chocol ate di ssolving on his tongue. He renmenbers making | ove to Sharon
Stone, to Aenn Cose, fromboth of whom he | earned the potential for
sexual mania and treachery prevelant in all wonen. He renmenbers the
exuberant fun of sex with Goldie Hawn, the rapture of Mchelle Pfeiffer,
the exciting sweaty urgency of Ellen Barkin when he incorrectly
suspected her of being a nurderess but pinned her to the wall of his
apartnent and penetrated her anyway. John Wayne, dint Eastwood,
Gregory Peck, and so many ot her nen have taken hi munder their w ngs and
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have taught hi m courage and deternination. He knows that death is a
nmystery of infinite conplication because he has | earned so nany
conflicting | essons about it, Tim Robbins has shown himthat the
afterlife is only an illusion, while Patrick Swayze has shown hi mt hat
the afterlife is a joyous place as real as anywhere and that those you

|l ove (like Demi Moore) will see you there when they eventually pass from
this world, yet Freddy Krueger has shown himthat the afterlife is a
gruesone ni ghtmare from which you can return for gl eeful vengeance

When Debra W nger died of cancer, |eaving Shirley MaclLai ne bereft, he
had been inconsol abl e, but only a few days | ater he had seen her, alive
agai n, younger and nore beautiful than ever, reincarnated in a newlife
where she enjoyed a new destiny with Richard Gere. Paul New man has
often shared with himbits of wi sdom about death, l|ife, pool, poker,

| ove, and honor, therefore, he considers this man one of his nost

i mportant nmentors. Likewi se, Wlford Brim ey, Gene Hackman, burly old
Edward Asner, Robert Redford, Jessica Tandy. O ten he absorbs quite
contradictory | essons fromsuch friends, but he has heard some of these
peopl e say that all beliefs are of equal value and that there is no one
truth, so he is confortable with the contradictions by which he lives.

He | earned the nost secret of all truths not in a public theater or

on a pay-per-view novie service in a hotel room Instead, that nonent
of stunning insight had cone in the private nedia chanber of one of the
men it was his duty to kill.

His target had been a United States Senator. A requirenment of the
term nation was that it be nmade to | ook Iike a suicide.

He had to enter the Senator's residence on a night when the nan was
known to be alone. He was provided with a key so there would be no
signs of forced entry.

After gaining access to the house, he found the Senator in the

ei ght -seat hone nedia room which featured THe Sound and a the
better-quality projection system capable of displaying television, video
tape, or laserdisc inmages on a five-by-six-foot screen. It was a plush,
wi ndowl ess space. There was even an antique Coke machi ne which, he

| earned | ater, dispensed the soft drink in classic ten-ounce gl ass
bottles, plus a candy-vendi ng machi ne stocked with M|k Duds, Jujubes,
Rai si nettes, and other favorite nopvi e-house snacks.

Because of the nmusic in the film he found it easy to creep up behind
the Senator and overpower himw th a chl orof orm soaked rag, which he
pul l ed out of a plastic bag a second before putting it to use. He
carried the politician upstairs to the ornate master bath, undressed
him and gently conveyed himinto a Roman tub filled with hot water,
periodically enploying the chloroformto assure continued

unconsci ousness. Wth a razor blade, he nmade a deep, clean incision
across the Senator's right wist (since the politician was a sout hpaw
and nost likely to use his left hand to nmake his first cut), and |et
that armdrop into the water, which was quickly discolored by the
arterial gush. Before dropping the razor blade in the water, he nmade a
few feeble attenpts to slash the left wist, never scoring deeply,
because the Senator wouldn't have been able to grip the blade firmy in
his right hand after cutting the tendons and |iganents along with the
artery in that wist.

Sitting on the edge of the tub, admi nistering chloroformevery tine the
politician groaned and seemed about to wake, he gratefully shared the

sacred cerenony of death. Wen he was the only living man in the room
he t hanked the departed for the precious opportunity to share that nost
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intimte of experiences.

Odinarily, he would have left the house then, but what he had w tnessed
on the novie screen drew himback to the media roomon the first floor.
He had seen pornography before, in adult theaters in many cities, and
fromthose experiences he had | earned all of the possible sexua
positions and techni ques. But the pornography on that hone screen was
different fromeverything he'd seen previously, for it involved chains,
handcuffs, |eather straps, metal-studded belts, as well as a w de

variety of other instruments of punishment and restraint. |Incredibly,
the beautiful wonen on the screen seened to be excited by brutality. The
more cruelly they were treated, the nore willingly they gave thensel ves

to orgasm c pleasure, in fact, they frequently begged to be dealt with
even nore harshly, ravished nore sadistically.

He settled into the seat from which he had renpved t he Senator
He stared with fascination at the screen, absorbing, |earning.

When that videotape reached a concl usion, a quick search turned up an
open wal k-in vault--usually cleverly conceal ed behind the wall
panel i ng--that contained a collection of simlar materi al

There was an even nore stunning trove of tapes depicting children
involved in carnal acts with adults. Daughters with fathers.

Mothers with sons. Sisters with brothers, sisters with sisters. He sat
for hours, until al st dawn, transfi xed.

Absor bi ng.
Lear ni ng, | earning.

To have becone a United States Senator, an exalted |eader, the dead man
in the bathtub nust have been extrenely wi se. Therefore, his persona
filmlibrary would, of course, contain diverse material of a
transcendent nature, reflecting his singular intellectual and noral

i nsi ghts, enbodyi ng phil osophies far too conplex to be within the grasp
of the average filmgoer at a public theater. How very fortunate to
have di scovered the politician |ounging in the nedia roomrather than
preparing a snack in the kitchen or reading a book in bed.

O herwi se, this opportunity to share the wisdomin the great man's
hi dden vault woul d never have arisen

Now, curled fetally on the back seat of the Buick, he may be tenporarily
blinded in one eye, bullet-creased and bull et-pierced, weak and weary,
defeated for the nonent, but he is not despairing

He has another advantage in addition to his magically resilient body, .'.. |
unparal | el ed stami na, and exhaustive know edge of the killing arts.

Equal |y i nportant, he possesses what he perceives to be great wi sdom
acquired from novie screens both public and private, and that w sdom
will ensure his ultimate triunph. He knows what he believes to be the
great secrets that the wi sest people hide in conceal ed vaults, those
things which wonen really need but which they may not know t hey
subconsciously desire, those things which children want but of which
they dare not speak. He understands that his wife and children wll
wel cone and thrive upon utter dom nation, harsh discipline, physica
abuse, sexual subjugation, even humiliation. At first opportunity, he
intends to fulfill their deepest and nost primtive |ongings, as the
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| enient false father apparently will never be able to do, and together
they will be a famly, living in harnony and | ove, sharing a destiny,

hel d together forever by his singular wi sdom strength, and demandi ng
heart .

He drifts toward healing sleep, confident of waking with full health and
vigor in several hours.

A few feet fromhim in the trunk of the car, lies the dead man who once
owned the Buick--cold, stiff, and wi thout any appealing prospects of his
own.

How good it is to be special, to be needed, to have a destiny.

Still we're at the point where hope and reason part, lies the spot where
madness gets a start.

Hope to nake the world kinder and free but flowers of hope root in
reality.

No peaceful bed exists for lanb and |lion, unless on sone world out
beyond Orion.

Do not instruct the owms to spare the mce
OM s acting as ows nust is not a vice.
Storms do not respond to heartfelt pleas.
Al'l the words of men can't cal mthe seas.

Nat ur e- - al ways beneficent o.nd cruel wont change for a wise man or a
f ool

Manki nd shares all Nature's inperfections, clearly visible to casua
i nspecti ons.

Resi sting betternment is the human trait.
The ideal of utopia is our tragic fate.
--The Book of Counted Sorrows

We sense that life is a dark comedy and
maybe we can live with that.

However, because the whole thing is witten for the entertai nment of the
gods, too many of the jokes go right over our heads.

Two Vani shed Victins, Martn Stillwater Inmediately after |eaving the
roadsi de rest area where the dead retirees relaxed forever in the cozy
di ni ng nook of their notorhome, headi ng back along |-40 toward Okl ahona
City with the inscrutable Karl C ocker behind the wheel, Drew GCslett
used his state-of-the-art cellular phone to call the hone office in New
York City. He reported devel opnents and requested instructions.

The tel ephone he used wasn't yet for sale to the general public.

To the average citizen, it would never be available with all of the
features that GCslett's nodel offered.

It plugged into the cigarette lighter |ike other cellulars, however,
unli ke others, it was operable virtually anywhere in the world, not
solely within the state or service area in which it was issued
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Li ke the SATU el ectronic map, the phone incorporated a direct satellite
up link. 1t could directly access at |east ninety percent of the
communi cations satellites currently in orbit, bypassing their |and-based
control stations, override security-exclusion programs, and connect wth
any tel ephone the user w shed, |eaving absolutely no record that the
call had been nade. The viol ated phone conpany woul d never issue a bil
for Cslett's call to New York because they woul d never know that it had
been pl aced using their system

He spoke freely to his New York contact about what he had found at the
rest stop, with no fear that he would be overheard by anyone, because
hi s phone al so included a scranbling device that he activated with a
simple switch. A matching scranbler on the home of fice phone rendered
his report intelligible again upon receipt, but to anyone who m ght
intercept the signal between Okl ahoma and the Big Apple, GCslett's words
woul d sound |i ke gibberi sh.

New York was concerned about the nmurdered retirees only to the extent
that there nmight be a way for the Okl ahonma authorities to link their
killing to Alfie or to the Network, which was the nanme they used anong
thensel ves to describe their organization. "You didn't |eave the shoes
there?" New York asked.

"Of course not," Cslett said, offended at the suggestion of
i nconpet ence.

"Al'l of the electronics in the heel--"
"l have the shoes here."

"That's right-out-of-the-lab stuff. Any know edgeabl e person who sees
it, he's going to go ape-shit and maybe"

"l have the shoes," Cslett said tightly.

"Good. Okay, then let themfind the bodies and bang their heads agai nst
the wall trying to solve it. None of our business. Sonebody else can
haul away the garbage."

"Exactly."
"I''"l'l be back to you soon."
"I"'mcounting on it," Cslett said.

After disconnecting, while he waited for a response fromthe hone
office, he was filled w th uneasiness at the prospect of passing nore
than a hundred bl ack and enpty mles with no conpany but hinmself and

Cl ocker. Fortunately, he was prepared wth noisy and involving
entertainment. Fromthe floor behind the driver's seat, he retrieved a
Gane Boy and slipped the headset over his ears. Soon he was happily
distracted fromthe unnerving rural |andscape by the chall enges of a
rapi dly paced conputer gane.

Suburban |ights speckl ed the night when OGslett next | ooked up fromthe
mniature screen in response to a tap on the shoulder fromd ocker. On
the floor between his feet, the cellular phone was ringing.

The New York contact sounded as sonber as if he had just cone fromhis
own nother's funeral. "How soon can you get to the airport in Okl ahona
Cty?"
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Cslett relayed the question to C ocker

Cl ocker's inpassive face didn't change expressions as he said, "Half an
hour, forty mnutes--assuming the fabric of reality doesn't warp between
here and there.”

Cslett relayed to New York only the estimated traveling tine and |eft
out the science fiction

"Cet there quick as you can," New York said. "You're going to
California."

"VWhere in California?"

"John Wayne Airport, Orange County."

"You have a lead on Al fie?"

"W don't know what the fuck we've got."

"Pl ease don't nake your answers so darn technical," Oslett said.
"You're losing nme."

"When you get to the airport in Cklahoma City, find a news stand. Buy
the | atest issue of People magazine. Look on pages sixty six,
si xty-seven, sixty-eight. Then you'll know as nmuch as we do."

"I's this a joke?"

"W just found out about it.

"About what?" Oslett asked. "Look, | don't care about the |atest
scandal in the British royal famly or what diet Julia Roberts foll ows
to keep her figure."

"Pages sixty-six, sixty-seven, and sixty-eight. Wen you' ve seen it,
call nme. Looks as if we mght be standing hip-deep in gasoline, and
sonmeone just struck a match."

New Yor k di sconnected before GCslett could respond.
"We're going to California," he told d ocker.
" \My?ll

"Peopl e magazi ne thinks we'll |ike the place," he said, deciding to give
the big man a taste of his own cryptic dial ogue.

"W probably will," C ocker replied, as if what Oslett had said nade
perfect sense to him

As they drove through the outskirts of Cklahona City, Oslett was
relieved to find hinmself surrounded by signs of civilization--though he
woul d have blown his brains out rather than live there. Even at its
busi est hour, Cklahonma City didn't assault all five senses the way
Manhattan did. He didn't nerely thrive on sensory overload, he found it
al nost as essential to life as food and water, and nore inportant than
sex.

Seattl e had been better than Okl ahoma City, although it still hadn't
measured up to Manhattan. Really, it had far too much sky for a city,
too little crowding. The streets were so conparatively quiet, and the
peopl e seened so inexplicably . . . relaxed. You would think they
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didn't know that they, |ike everyone el se, would die sooner or |ater

He and O ocker had been waiting at Seattle International at two o' clock
yest erday afternoon, Sunday, when Alfie had been scheduled to arrive on
a flight fromKansas City, Mssouri. The 747 touched down ei ghteen
mnutes late, and Alfie wasn't on it.

In the nearly fourteen nonths that Oslett had been handling Alfie, which
was the entire tinme that Alfie had been in service, nothing |ike that
had ever happened. Alfie faithfully showed up where he was supposed to,
travel ed wherever he was sent, perforned whatever task was assigned to
him and was as punctual as a Japanese train conductor

Until yesterday.

They had not panicked right away. It was possible that a snafu perhaps
a traffic accident--had delayed AlIfie on his way to the air port,
causing himto mss his flight.

O course, the nonment he went off schedule, a "cellar command,"
inmplanted in his deep subconscious, should have been activated,
conmpelling himto call a nunber in Philadel phia to report his change of
plans. But that was the trouble with a cellar conmand, sonetines it was
so deeply buried in the subject's mnd that the trigger didn't work and
it stayed buri ed.

Wiile Cslett and Cl ocker waited at the airport in Seattle to see if
their boy would show up on a later flight, a Network contact in Kansas
City drove to the notel where Alfie had been staying to check it out.

The concern was that their boy m ght have dumped his entire conditioning
and training, nuch the way that information could be | ost when a
comput er hard di sk crashed, in which case the poor geek would still be
sitting in his room in a catatonic condition

But he hadn't been at the notel.
He had not been on the next Kansas City/Seattle flight, either

Aboard a private Learjet belonging to a Network affiliate, Oslett and

Cl ocker flew out of Seattle. By the tinme they arrived in Kansas City on
Sunday night, Alfie' s abandoned rental car had been found in a

resi dential nei ghborhood in Topeka, an hour or so west. They could no

| onger avoid facing the truth. They had a bad boy on their hands.

Al fie was renegade.
O course, it was inpossible for Alfie to beconme a renegade.

Catatonic, yes. A WOL, no. Everyone intimately involved with the
program was convinced of that. They were as confident as the crew of
the Titanic prior to the kiss of the iceberg.

Because it nonitored the police conmunications in Kansas City, as

el sewhere, the Network knew that Alfie had killed his two assigned
targets in their sleep sonetine in the hour between Saturday m dni ght
and one o' clock Sunday norning. Up to that point, he had been right on
schedul e.

Thereafter, they could not account for his whereabouts. They had to
assune that he'd snapped and gone on the run as early as one A M
Sunday, Central Standard Tinme, which nmeant that in three hours he woul d
have been renegade for two full days.
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Coul d he have driven all the way to California in forty-eight hours?

Csl ett wondered as C ocker turned into the approach road to the Ckl ahoma
City airport.

They believed AIfie was in a car because a Honda had been stolen off a
residential street not far fromwhere the rental car had been abandoned.

Kansas City to Los Angel es was seventeen or eighteen hundred mles. He
could have driven that far in a lot |ess than forty-ei ght hours,
assuni ng he had been single-mnded about it and hadn't slept. Alfie
could go three or four days wthout sleep. And he was as single mnded
as a politician pursuing a crooked doll ar.

Sunday ni ght, Oslett and O ocker had gone to Topeka to examine the
abandoned rental car. They had hoped to turn up a lead on their wayward
assassi n.

Because Alfie was smart enough not to use the fake credit cards with

whi ch they had supplied him-and by which he could be tracked--and
because he had all of the skills needed to make a splendid success of
armed robbery, they used Network contacts to access and review
conmputerized files of the Topeka Police Departnment. They discovered
that a conveni ence store had been held up by persons unknown at

approxi mately four o'clock Sunday norning, the clerk had been shot once
in the head, fatally, and fromthe ejected cartridge found at the scene,
it had been ascertained that the nurder weapon fired 9nm amunition. The
gun with which Alfie had been supplied for the Kansas City job was a
Heckl er & Koch P7 9mm Par abel | um pi st ol

The clincher was the nature of the last sale the clerk had made mni nutes
before being killed, which the police had ascertained from an

exam nation of the conputerized cash register records. It was an

i nordinately | arge purchase for a convenience store, multiple units of
Slim Jins, cheese crackers, peanuts, mniature doughnuts, candy bars,
and other high-calorie items. Wth his racing nmetabolism Al fie would
have stocked up on itens like those if he had been on the run with the
intention of forgoing sleep for a while.

And at that point they had | ost himfor too |ong.

From Topeka he coul d have gone west on Interstate 70 all the way into
Col orado. North on Federal Hi ghway 75. South by diverse routes to
Chanute, Fredonia, Coffeyville. Southwest to Wchita. Any where.

Theoretically, mnutes after he had been judged a renegade, it should
have been possible to activate the transponder in his shoe by neans of a
coded m crowave signal broadcast via satellite to the entire continenta
United States. Then they should have been able to use a series of
geosynchronous tracking satellites to pinpoint his location, hunt him
down, and bring himhone within a few hours.

But there had been problens. There were always problens. The kiss of
the iceberg.

Not until Monday afternoon had they | ocated the transponder signal in
Okl ahorma, east of the Texas border. Gslett and C ocker, on standby in
Topeka, had flown to Okl ahonma City and taken a rental car west on
Interstate 40, equipped with the electronic map, which had led themto
the dead senior citizens and the pair of Rockport shoes with one hee
shaved to expose the el ectronics.
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Now they were at the Okl ahoma City airport again, rolling back and forth
like two pinballs inside the slowest gane machine in the known universe.
By the tinme they drove into the rental agency lot to | eave the car,
Cslett was ready to scream The only reason he didn't scream was
because there was no one to hear himexcept Karl C ocker. Mght as well
scream at the noon

In the term nal he found a newsstand and purchased the | atest issue of
Peopl e magazi ne.

Cl ocker bought a pack of Juicy Fruit chewing gum a |apel button that
sai d VE BEEN TO OKLAHOVA- - NOW CAN DI E, and t he paperback edition of the
gazillionth Star Trek novelization

Qutside in the pronenade, where pedestrian traffic was neither as heavy
nor as interestingly bizarre as it was at either JFK or La Guardia in
New York, GCslett sat on a bench framed by sickly greenery in |arge
planters. He riffled through the nmagazi ne to pages sixty-six and

si xty-seven.

I'N SOUTHERN CALI FORNI A, MYSTERY NOVELI ST MARTI N STI LLWATER SEES DARKNESS
AND EVI L WHERE OTHERS SEE ONLY SUNSHI NE.

The two-page spread that opened the three-page piece was |largely
occupi ed by a photograph of the witer. Twilight. Omnous clouds.

Spooky trees as a backdrop. A weird angle. Stillwater was sort of
lunging at the canera, his features distorted, eyes shining with
reflected Iight, naking like a zonbie or crazed killer.

The guy was obviously a jackass, an obnoxious self-pronmoter who woul d be
happy to dress up in Agatha Christie's old clothes if it would sell his
books. O license his name for a breakfast cereal, Martin Stillwater's
Mystery Puffs, made of oats and enigmatic nilling by-products, a free
action figure included in each box, one in a series of el even nurder
victins, each wasted in a different fashion, all wounds detailed in
"Day-d 0" red, start your collection today and, at the same time, |et
our mlling by-products do your bowels a favor.

Cslett read the text on the first page, but he still didn't see why the
article had put the New York contact's blood pressure in the stroke-risk
zone. Reading about Stillwater, he thought the headline ought to be
"M. Tedium" |If the guy ever did license his nane for a cereal, it

woul dn't need high fiber content because it would be guaranteed to bore
the crap out of you.

Drew GCslett disliked books as intensely as sone peopl e disliked
dentists, and he thought that the people who wote them especially
novel i sts--had been born into the wong half of the century and ought to
get real jobs in conputer design, cybernetic managenent, the space
sciences, or applied fiber optics, industries that had some thing to
contribute to the quality of life here on the cusp of the m |l ennium

As entertai nment, books were so slow. Witers insisted on taking you
into the mnds of characters, showi ng you what they were thinking. You
didn't have to put up with that in the novies.

Movi es never took you inside characters' minds. Even if novies could
show you what the people in them were thinking, who would want to go
inside the mnd of Sylvester Stallone or Eddi e Murphy or Susan Sarandon,
anyway, for God's sake? Books were just too intimate. It didn't matter
what peopl e thought, only what they did. Action and speed. Here on the
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brink of a new high-tech century, there were only two watchwords, action
and speed.

He turned to the third page of the article and saw anot her picture of
Martin Stillwater.

"Holy shit."

In this second photograph, the witer was sitting at his desk, facing
the canera. The quality of light was strange, since it seenmed to cone
mainly froma stained-glass |anp behind and to one side of him but he
| ooked entirely different fromthe blazing-eyed zonbie on the previous
pages.

Cl ocker was sitting on the other end of the bench, like a huge trained
bear dressed in human clothes and patiently waiting for the circus
orchestra to strike up his thene nmusic. He was engrossed in the first
chapter of the Star Trek novelization Spock Gets the Cap or whatever
the hell it was called.

Hol di ng out the magazi ne so O ocker could see the photo, GCslett said,
"Look at this."

After taking the tine to finish the paragraph he was readi ng, O ocker
gl anced at People. "That's Afie."

"No, it isn't."

Gnawi ng on his wad of Juicy Fruit, Cocker said, "Sure | ooks like him
"Somet hing's very wong here."

"Looks exactly like him"

"The kiss of the iceberg," GCslett said om nously.

Frowni ng, d ocker said, "Huh?"

In the confortable cabin of the twelve-passenger private jet, which was
warmy and tastefully decorated in soft canel-brown suede and
contrasting crackle-finish | eather with accents in forest green, C ocker
sat toward the front and read The Alien Proctol ogy Menace or what ever
the dammed paperback was titled. Oslett sat toward the nmiddle of the

pl ane.

As they were still ascending out of Oklahoma City, he phoned his contact
in New York. "Ckay, |'ve seen People.”

"Like a kick in the face, isn't it?" New York said.

"What ' s goi ng on here?"

"W don't know yet."

"You think the resenblance is just a coinci dence?"

"No. Jesus, they're like identical twins."

"Way am | going to California--to get a look at this witer jerk?"
"And maybe to find Afie."

"You think Alfie's in California?"
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New York said, "Well, he had to go somewhere. Besides, the ninute this
People thing fell on us, we started trying to learn every thing we could
about Martin Stillwater, and right away we find out there was sone
trouble at his house in Mssion Viejo late this after noon, early this
eveni ng."

"What kind of trouble?"

"The police report's been witten up, but it isn't logged into their
conputer yet, so we can't just access it. W need to get our hands on a
hard copy. Wre working on that. So far, we know there was an intruder
in the house. Stillwater apparently shot somebody, but the guy got
away. "

"You think it has sonmething to do with Afie?"
"Nobody here's a big believer in coincidence.”

The pitch of the Lear engines changed. The jet had come out of its
clinmb, leveled off, and settled down to cruising speed.

Cslett said, "But how would Alfie know about Stillwater?"
"Maybe he reads People,"” New York said, and | aughed nervously.

"If you're thinking the intruder was Alfie why would he go after this
guy?”

"W don't have a theory yet."

Cslett sighed. "I feel as if I"'mstanding in a cosmc toilet, and God
just flushed it.

"Maybe you shoul d've taken nore care with the way you were handling
him™"

"This wasn't a handling screwp," Oslett bristled.

"Hey, |I'm making no accusations. |I'monly telling you one of the things
that's being said back here."

"Seens to ne the big screwup was in satellite surveillance."

"Can't expect themto |ocate himafter he took off the shoes."

"But how cone they needed a day and a half to find the dammed shoes?
Bad weat her over the Mdwest. Sunspot activity, nmagnetic disturbances.
Too nmany hundreds of square miles in the initial search zone.

Excuses, excuses, excuses."

"At | east they have sone," New York said snugly.
Cslett fumed in silence. He hated being away from Manhattan

The nonent the shadow of his plane crossed the city line, the knives
came out, and the anbitious pygmes started trying to whittle his
reputation down to their size

"You'll be net by an advance man in California," New York said.

"He'll give you an update."
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"Terrific."

Cslett frowned at the phone and pressed END, term nating the He needed a
dri nk.

In addition to the pilot and co-pilot, the flight crew included a
stewardess. Wth a button on the armof his chair, he could sumobn her
fromthe small galley at the back of the plane. |In seconds she arrived,
and he ordered a double Scotch on the rocks.

She was an attractive blonde in a burgundy bl ouse, gray skirt, and
mat ching gray jacket. He turned in his seat to watch her wal k back to
the gall ey.

He wondered how easy she was. |If he charmed her, maybe she'd let him
take her into the john and do it to her standing up.

For all of a minute, he indulged that fantasy, but then faced reality
and put her out of his mnd. Even if she was easy, there would be

unpl easant consequences. Afterward, she would want to sit beside him
probably all the way to California, and share with himher thoughts and
feelings about everything fromlove and fate to death and the
significance of Cheer Wiiz. He didn't care what she thought and felt,
only what she could do, and he was in no nood to pretend to be a
sensitive nineties kind of guy.

When she brought the Scotch, he asked what vi deotapes were avail abl e.

She gave hima list of forty titles. The best novie of all tine was in
the plane's library, Lethal Wapon 3. He had | ost track of how nmany
times he'd seen it, and the pleasure he took fromit did not dimnnish
with repetition. It was the ideal film because it had no story line
that made enough sense to bother follow ng, did not expect the viewer to
wat ch the characters change and grow, was conposed entirely of a series
of violent action sequences, and was |ouder than a stockcar race and a
Megadet h concert combi ned.

Four separately positioned nonitors made it possible for four filns to
be shown sinmultaneously to different passengers. The stewardess ran
Let hal Weapon 3 on the nonitor nearest to Gslett and gave hima set of
headphones.

He put on the headset, turned the volunme high, and settled back in his
seat with a grin.

Later, after he finished the Scotch, he dozed off while Danny d over and
Mel G bson screaned unintelligible dialogue at each other, fires raged,
machi ne guns chattered, explosives detonated, and rnusic thundered.

Monday night they stayed in a pair of connecting units in a notel in
Laguna Beach. The accommodations didn't qualify as five- or even
four-star |odging, but the roons were clean and the bathroons had plenty
of towels. Wth the holiday weekend gone and the summer tourist season
months in the future, at |east half of the notel was unoccupi ed, and
though they were right off Pacific Coast H ghway, quiet ruled.

The events of the day had taken their toll. Paige felt as if she had
been awake for a week. Even the too-soft and slightly [unpy notel
mattress was as enticing as a bed of clouds on which gods and goddesses
nm ght sl eep.

For dinner they ate pizza in the notel. Marty went out to fetch
it--also salads and cannoli with deliciously thick ricotta custard from
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a restaurant a coupl e of blocks away.

When he returned with the food, he pounded insistently on the door, and
he was pal e and hol | ow- eyed when he rushed inside, arnms |laden with

t ake- out boxes. At first Paige thought he had seen the | ook-alike
cruising the area, but then she realized he expected to return and find
t hem gone--or dead.

The outer doors of both roons featured sturdy dead-bolt | ocks and
security chains. They engaged these and al so wedged strai ght backed
desk chairs under the knobs.

Nei t her Paige nor Marty coul d inagi ne any neans by which The Ot her could
possibly find them They wedged the chairs under the knobs anyway.
Ti ght .

Incredibly, in spite of the terror they had been through, the kids were
willing to et Marty convince themthat the night away from home was a
special treat. They were not accustoned to staying in notels, so
everything fromthe coin-operated vibrating mattress to the free
stationery to the mniature bars of fragrant soap was sufficiently
exotic to fascinate them when Marty drew their attention to it.

They were especially intrigued that the toilet seats in both roons were
wr apped by crisp white paper bands on which were printed assurances in
three | anguages that the facilities had been saniti zed.

Fromthis, Emly deduced that sone notel guests nust be "real pigs" who
didn't know enough to clean up after thenselves, and Charlotte
specul at ed about whether such a special notice indicated that nore than
soap or Lysol had been used to sterilize the surfaces, perhaps

fl amet hrowers or nucl ear radiation

Marty was cl ever enough to realize that the nore exotic flavors of soft
drinks in the notel vendi ng machines, which the girls did not get at
honme, would also delight themand Iift their spirits. He bought

chocol at e Yoo- Hoo, Muntain Dew, Sparkling G ape, Cherry Crush,
Tangerine Treat, and Pineapple Fizz. The four of themsat on the two
queen-si ze beds in one of the rooms, containers of food spread around
themon the mattresses, bottles of colorful sodas on the nightstands.

Charlotte and Emly had to taste sone of each beverage before the end of
di nner, whi ch nade Pai ge queasy.

Through her fam |ly-counseling practice, Paige had |ong ago | earned that
children were potentially nore resilient than adults when it cane to
coping with trauma. That potential was best realized when they enjoyed
a stable famly structure, received | arge doses of affection, and
bel i eved thensel ves to be respected and | oved. She felt a rush of pride
that her own kids were proving so enptionally elastic and strong--then
superstitiously and surreptitiously knocked one knuckle softly agai nst

t he wooden headboard, silently asking God not to punish either her or
the children for her hubris.

Most surprisingly, once Charlotte and Em |y had bat hed, put on paj anas,
and been tucked into the beds in the connecting room they wanted Marty
to conduct his usual story hour and continue the verses about Santa's
evil twin. Paige recognized an unconfortable--in fact,
uncanny--simlarity between the fanciful poem and recent frightening
events in their own lives. She was sure Marty and the girls were al so
aware of the connection. Yet Marty seened as pl eased by the opportunity
to share nmore verses as the kids were eager to hear them
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He positioned a chair at the foot of--and exactly between--the two beds.
In their rush to get packed and out of the house, he had even renenbered
to bring the notebook that was |abeled Stories for Charlotte and Enily,
with its clip-on, battery-powered readi ng | anp.

He sat down and hel d t he notebook at readi ng di stance.
The shotgun lay on the floor beside him

The Beretta was on the dresser, where Paige could reach it in two
seconds fl at.

Marty waited for the silence to develop the proper quality of
expect ati on.

The scene was remarkably |ike the one Paige had witnessed so often in
the girls' roomat hone, except for two differences. The queen-size
beds dwarfed Charlotte and Enmily, nmaking them seemlike children in a
fairy tale, honmel ess waifs who had sneaked into a giant's castle to
steal sonme of his porridge and enjoy his guest rooms. And the miniature
reading lanp clipped to the notebook was not the sole source of |ight,
one of the nightstand | anps was aglow as well, and would remain so all
night--the girls' only apparent concession to fear

Surprised to discover that she, too, was |ooking forward with pleasure
to the continuation of the poem Paige sat on the foot of Emily's bed.

She wondered what it was about storytelling that nade people want it
al nrost as nuch as food and water, even nore so in bad tines than good.

Movi es had never drawn nore patrons than during the G eat Depression

Book sales often inproved in a recession. The need went beyond a mnere
desire for entertai nment and distraction fromone's troubles. It was
mor e profound and mysterious than that.

When a hush had fallen on the roomand the nonent seened just right,
Marty began to read. Because Charlotte and Emly had insisted he start
at the beginning, he recited the verses they had already heard on

Sat urday and Sunday nights, arriving at that noment when Santa's evi
twin stood at the kitchen door of the Stillwater house, intent upon

br eaki ng i nsi de.

"Wth picks, loids, gw zzels, and rocks, he quickly and silently opens
bot h | ocks.

He enters the kitchen w thout a sound.
Now chances for devilnent truly abound.

He opens the fridge and eats all the cake, pondering what sort of ness
he can nake.

He pours the milk all over the floor, pickles, pudding, ketchup, and
Coors.

He scatters the bread--white and rye and finally he spits right in the
pie."

"Ch, gross," Charlotte said.

Emly grinned. "Hocked a greenie."
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"What kind of pie was it?" Charlotte wondered.
Pai ge said, "M nceneat."
"Yuck. Then | don't blane himfor spitting init."

"At the corkboard by the phone and stool, he sees drawi ngs the kids did
at school

Emly has painted a kind, smling face.
Charlotte has drawn el ephants in space.

The villain takes out a red felt-tip pen, taps it, uncaps it, chuckl es,
and then, on both pictures, scrawls the word

"Poo!" He al ways knows the
worst things to do."

"He's a critic!" Charlotte gasped, making fists of her small hands and
punchi ng vigorously at the air above her bed.

"Critics," Emly said exasperatedly and rolled her eyes the way she had
seen her father do a few tines.

"My God," Charlotte said, covering her face with her hands, "we have a
critic in our house."

"You knew this was going to be a scary story," Marty said.

"Mad giggles fromhimcontinue to bubble, while he gets into far greater
troubl e.

He's hugely nore evil than he is brave, so then after he | oads up the
m crowave with ten whol e pounds of popping corn (oh, we should rue the
day he was born), he turns and runs right out of the room because that
old oven is gonna go BOOM "

"Ten pounds!" Charlotte's inmagination swept her away. She rose up on
her el bows, head off the pillows, and babbled excitedly, "Ww, you'd
need a forklift and a dunp truck to carry it all away, once it was
popped, 'cause it'd be like snowdrifts only popcorn, nountains of

popcorn. We'd need a vat of caranel and naybe a zillion pounds of
pecans just to nake it all into popcorn balls. W'd be up to our asses
init."

"What did you say?" Paige asked.

"l said you'd need a forklift--"

"No, that word you used."

"What wor d?"

"Asses," Paige said patiently.

Charlotte said, "That's not a bad word."
" Ch?"

"They say it on TV all the tinme."

"Not everything on TV is intelligent and tasteful," Paige said.

Marty | owered the story notebook. "Hardly anything, in fact."
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To Charlotte, Paige said, "On TV, |'ve seen people driving cars off
cliffs, poisoning their fathers to get the famly inheritance, fighting
with swords, robbing banks--all sorts of things | better not catch

ei ther of you doing."

"Especially the father-poisoning thing," Marty said.
Charlotte said, "Ckay, | won't say 'ass."

" Good. "

"What should | say instead? |Is 'butt' okay?"

"How does 'bottom strike you?" Paige asked.

"l guess | can live with that."

Trying not to burst out |aughing, not daring to glance at Marty, Paige
said, "You say 'bottomi for a while, and then as you get ol der you can
slowy work your way up to 'butt," and when you're really mature you can
say 'ass."

"Fair enough," Charlotte agreed, settling back on her pillows.

Em |y, who had been thoughtful and silent through all of this, changed
the subject. "Ten pounds of unpopped corn wouldn't fit in the
nm cronwave. "

"OF course it would,"” Marty assured her

"I don't think so."

"I researched this before | started witing," he said firmy.
Emly's face was puckered with skepticism

"You know how | research everything," he insisted.

"Maybe not this time," she said doubtfully.

Marty said, "Ten pounds."

"That's a lot of corn."”

Turning to Charlotte, Marty said, "W have another critic in the house."

"Ckay," Emly said, "go on, read sone nore."

Marty raised one eyebrow. "You really want to hear nore of this poorly
resear ched, unconvincing cl aptrap?”

"Alittle nmore, anyway," Emily acknow edged.

Wth an exaggerated, |ong-suffering sigh, Marty glanced slyly at Paige,
rai sed the notebook again, and continued to read, "He prows the
downst ai rs--w cked, mean | ooking to cause yet one nore bad scene.

When he spies the presents under the tree, he says, "I'll go on a
gi ft-swappi ng spree

I"lIl take out all of the really good stuff, then box up dead fish, cat
poop, and fluff In the norning, the Stillwaters will find coffee
grounds, peach pits, orange rinds.
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I nstead of nice sweaters, ganes, and toys, they'll get slimy, stinky
stuff that annoys."
"He won't get away with this," Charlotte said.
Emily said, "He might."
"He won't."
"Who' s gonna stop hinP"

"Charlotte and Etmmy are up in their beds, dreanms of Christmas filling
t heir heads.

Suddenly a sound startles these sl eepers.
They sit up in bed and open their peepers.

Not hi ng shoul d be stirring, not one nouse, but the girls sense a villain
in the house.

You can call it psychic, a hunch, osnosisor maybe they snell the troll's
hal it osi s.

They | eap out of bed, forgetting slippers, two brave and f ool hardy
little nippers.

"Somet hi ng' s ami ss, young Emi |y whispers.
But they can handle it--they're sisters!"”

Thi s devel opnent--Charlotte and Em |y as the heroines of the
story--delighted the girls. They turned their heads to face each other
across the gap between beds, and grinned.

Charlotte repeated Emly's question, "Wo's gonna stop hin®"
"W are!" Emly said

Marty said, "Well . . . maybe."

"Uh-oh," Charlotte said.

Emily was hip. "Don't worry. Daddy's just trying to keep us in
suspense. We'll stop the old troll, all right."

"Down in the living room under the tree Santa's evil twin is chortling
with gl ee.

He's got a collection of gift replacenments taken from dunps, sewers, and
basement s.

He repl aces a nice watch nmeant for Lottie with a nasty gift for a girl
who' s naughty, which is one thing Lottie has never been

Forgetting her vitam ns is her biggest sin.

In place of the watch, he waps up a clot of horrid, glistening,
greeni sh toad snot.

From a package for Emily, he steals a doll and gives her a new gift sure
to appal |l .

It's oozing, rancid, and starting to freezz.
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Not even the villain knows what it is.
"What do you think it is, MnP" Charlotte asked.
"Probably those dirty kneesocks you m splaced six nonths ago."

Emily giggled, and Charlotte said, "I'lIl find those socks sooner or
|ater.”

"If that's what's in the box, then for sure | ain't opening it,'
sai d.

Emly

"I"'mnot opening it," Paige corrected.

"Nobody's opening it," Emly agreed, m ssing the point. "Phew"

"In jamm es, supperless, now on the prow, the girls go |ooking for
what ever's foul

Right to the top of the stairs they zoom neking |ess noise than noths
in a tonb.

They're both so delicate, slim and petite, and both of them have such
tiny pink feet.

How can these small girls hope to fight a Santa who's liable to kick and
to bite?

Are they trained in karate or Tae Kwon Do?
No, no, I'mafraid that the answer is no.
Grenades tucked in their jamm e pockets?
Lasers inplanted inside their eye sockets?
No, no, I'mafraid that the answer is no.
Yet down, down the shadowy stairs they go

The danger below, they can't conprehend This Santa has gone far 'round
t he bend.

He's nmeaner than flu, toothaches, blisters.
But they're tough too they're sisters!”

Charlotte defiantly thrust one small fist into the air and said,
"Sisters!"

"Sisters!"™ Emly said, thrusting her fist into the air as well.

When t hey discovered that they had reached the stopping point for the
night, they insisted Marty read the new verses again, and Pai ge found
that she, too, wanted to hear the lines a second tine.

Though he pretended to be tired and needed sone coaxing to oblige them
Marty woul d have been di sappointed if he hadn't been inportuned to do
anot her readi ng.

By the time her father reached the end of the |last verse, Emily was only
able to murmur sleepily, "Sisters.”" Charlotte was already snoring
softly.
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Marty quietly returned the reading chair to the corner from which he had
gotten it. He checked the |ocks on the door and the wi ndows, then nmade
sure there were no gaps in the drapes through which sonmeone coul d | ook
into the room from outsi de.

As Pai ge tucked the bl ankets around Emly's shoul ders, then around
Charlotte's, she kissed each of them goodnight. The love she felt for
themwas so intense, |like a weight on her chest, that she could not draw
a deep breath.

When she and Marty retired to the adjoining room taking the guns with
them they didn't turn off the nightstand | anp, and they left the
connecting door wi de open. Neverthel ess, her daughters seened
dangerously far from her.

By unspoken agreenment, she and Marty stretched out side by side on the
same queen-size bed. The thought of being separated by even a few feet
was intol erable.

One bedside lanmp was lit, but he switched it off. Enough |ight cane
through the door fromthe adjoining unit to reveal the |arger part of
their owmn room Shadows attended every corner, but deeper darkness was
kept at bay.

They held hands and stared at the ceiling as if their fate could be read
in the curiously portentous patterns of |ight and shadow on the pl aster
It wasn't only the ceiling, during the past few hours, virtually
everything Paige | ooked at seened to be filled with onens, nenacingly
significant.

Nei t her she nor Marty undressed for the night. Al though it was
difficult to believe they could have been foll owed w thout being aware
of it, they wanted to be able to nove fast.

The rain had stopped a couple of hours ago, but aqueous rhythns stil
lulled them The notel was on a bluff above the Pacific, and the
cadenced crashing of the surf was, in its netronomc certainty, a
soot hi ng and peaceful sound.

"Tell me sonething," she said, speaking softly to prevent her voice from
carrying into the other room

He sounded tired. "Whatever the question is, | probably don't have the
answer . "

"VWhat happened over there?"

"Just now? In the other roonP"

"Yeah. "

"Magic."

“I'mserious."

"So aml," Marty said. "You can't analyze the deeper effects that

storytelling has on us, can't figure out the why and how, any nore than
King Arthur could understand how Merlin could do and know the things he
did"

"W cane here shattered, frightened. The kids were so silent, half numb
with fear. You and | were snapping at each other--"

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (178 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:34 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt
"Not snapping."
"Yes, we were."
"Ckay," he admtted, "we were, just alittle."

"Which, for us, is alot. Al of us were . . . uneasy with one
another. In knots."

"I don't think it was that bad."

She said, "Listen to a famly counselor with sone experience it was that
bad. Then you tell a story, a |lovely nonsense poem but nonsense
nonetheless . . . and everyone's nore relaxed. It helps us knit

toget her sonehow. W have fun, we laugh. The girls wi nd down, and
before you know it, they're able to sleep."

For a while neither of them spoke.

The netrical susurration of the night surf was like the sl ow and steady
beating of a great heart.

When Pai ge cl osed her eyes, she inmmgined she was a little girl again,
curled in her nother's |lap as she had so sel dom been allowed to do, her
head agai nst her nother's breast, one ear attuned to the wonman's hi dden
heart, listening intently for sonme small sound that was not solely

bi ol ogi cal, a special whisper that she m ght recogni ze as the precious
sound of love. She'd never heard anything but the | ub-dub of atrium and
ventricle, hollow nmechanical

Yet she'd been soothed. Perhaps on a deep subconscious |evel, listening
to her nother's heart, she had recalled her nine nonths in the wonb,
during which that sane ianbic beat had surrounded her twenty-four hours
a day. In the wonb there is a perfect peace never to be found again, as
I ong as we remain unborn, we know nothing of |ove and cannot know the

m sery that arises frombeing deprived of it.

She was grateful that she had Marty, Charlotte, Emly. But, as long as
she lived, nonments like this would occur, when something as sinple as
the surf would rem nd her of the deep well of sadness and isolation in
whi ch she'd dwelt throughout her chil dhood.

She always strived to ensure that her daughters never for an instant
doubted they were |l oved. Now she was equally deternined that the
intrusion of this madness and violence into their |lives would not stea
any fraction of Charlotte's or Emly's childhood as her own had been
stolen in its entirety. Because her own parents' estrangenent from each
ot her had been exceeded by their estrangenment fromtheir only child,
Pai ge had been forced to grow up fast for her own enotional survival
even as a grammar-school girl, she was aware of the cold indifference of
the world, and understood that strong self reliance was inperative if
she was to cope with the cruelties life sonmetimes could inflict. But,
damm it, her own daughters were not going to be required to | earn such
hard | essons overnight. Not at the tender ages of seven and nine. No
way. She wanted desperately to shelter themfor a few nore years from
the harsher realities of human existence, and allow themthe chance to
grow up gradually, happily, w thout bitterness.

Marty was the first to break the confortable silence between them

"When Vera Conner had the stroke and we spent so much tine that week in
the | ounge outside the intensive care unit, there were a | ot of other
peopl e, cane and went, waiting to | earn whether their friends and
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relatives would live or die."
"Hard to believe it's alnost two years Vera's been gone."

Vera Conner had been a professor of psychology at UCLA, a nentor to
Pai ge when she had been a student, and then an exenplary friend in the
years that followed. She still missed Vera. She always woul d.

Marty said, "Sone of the people waiting in that |Iounge just sat and
stared. Sone paced, |ooked out wi ndows, fidgeted. Listened to a

Wal kman wi t h headphones. Played a Gane Boy. They passed the tinme all

ki nds of ways. But--did you notice.--those who seened to deal best with
their fear or grief, the people npst at peace, were the ones reading
novel s. "

Except for Marty, and in spite of a forty-year age difference, Vera had
been Pai ge's dearest friend and the first person who ever cared about
her. The week Vera was hospitalized--first disoriented and suffering,
then comat ose had been the worst week of Paige's life, nearly two years
| ater, her vision still blurred when she recalled the | ast day, the
final hour, as she'd stood beside Vers bed, holding her friend s warm
but unresponsive hand. Sensing the end was near, Paige had said things
she hoped God all owed the dying woman to hear, | love you, I'll mss you
forever, you're the nother to me that my own nother never could be.

The I ong hours of that week were engraved indelibly in Paige's nenory,
in nore excruciating detail than she would have liked, for tragedy was

the sharpest engraving instrunent of all. She not only renenbered the
| ayout and furnishings of the I.C.Uvisitors' lounge in dreary
specificity, but could still recall the faces of many of the strangers

who, for a tine, shared that roomw th her and Marty.

He said, "You and | were passing the tine with novels, so were sone
ot her people, not just to escape but because . . . because, at its
best, fiction is nedicine."

"Medi ci ne?"

"Life is so dammed di sorderly, things just happen, and there doesn't
seem any point to so much of what we go through. Sone tines it seens
the world's a madhouse. Storytelling condenses life, gives it order

Stories have begi nnings, mddles, ends. And when a story's over, it
meant sonet hing, by God, naybe not sonething conpl ex, nmaybe what it had
to say was sinple, even naive, but there was neaning. And that gives us
hope, it's a nedicine."

"The medi ci ne of hope," she said thoughtfully.
"Or maybe I'mjust full of shit.”
"No, you're not."

"Well, | am vyes, probably at least half full of shit--but maybe not
about this."

She sm | ed and gently squeezed his hand.

"l don't know," he said, "but | think if sone university did a long-term
study, they'd discover that people who read fiction don't suffer from
depression as nuch, don't commit suicide as often, are just happier with
their lives. Not all fiction, for sure. Not the human

bei ngs- are-garbage-1ife-stinks-there-is-no-CGod novels filled with
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fashi onabl e despair."
"Dr. Marty Stillwater, dispensing the medicine of hope."
"You do think I"'mfull of shit."
"No, baby, no," she said. "I think you' re wonderful."
"I"'mnot, though. You' re wonderful. 1'mjust a neurotic witer.

By nature, witers are too snug, selfish, insecure and at the sane tine
too full of thenselves ever to be wonderful."

"You're not neurotic, smug, selfish, insecure, or conceited."
"That just proves you haven't been listening to ne all these years."

"Ckay, I'lIl give you the neurotic part."

"Thank you, dear," he said. "It's nice to know you've been listening at
| east sonme of the tine."

"But you're also wonderful. A wonderfully neurotic witer. | wsh I
was a wonderfully neurotic witer, too, dispensing medicine."

"Bite your tongue."
She said, "I nmean it."

"Maybe you can live with a witer, but | don't think I'd have the
stomach for it."

She rolled onto her right side to face him and he turned onto his |eft
side, so they could kiss. Tender kisses. Gentle. For a while they
just held each other, listening to the surf.

Wthout resorting to words, they had agreed not to discuss any further
their worries or what might need to be done in the norning.

Sonetimes a touch, a kiss, or an enbrace said nore than all the words a
witer could marshal, more than all the carefully reasoned advice and
therapy that a counsel or could provide.

In the body of the night, the great heart of the ocean beat slowy,
reliably. Froma human perspective, the tide was an eternal force, but
froma divine view, transitory.

On the downsl ope of consciousness, Paige was surprised to realize that
she was sliding into sleep. Like the sudden agitation of a blackbird's
wings, alarmfluttered through her at the prospect of |ying unaware
therefore vulnerable in a strange place. But her weariness was greater
than her fear, and the solace of the sea wapped her and carried her, on
tides of dreans, into chil dhood, where she rested her head agai nst her
nmot her's breast and |istened with one ear for the special, secret

whi sper of |ove somewhere in the reverberant heart beats.

Still wearing a set of headphones, Drew Oslett woke to gunfire,
expl osi ons, screans, and nusic | oud enough and strident enough to be
God' s background thene for doonsday. On the TV screen, d over and
G bson were runni ng, junping, punching, shooting, dodging, spinning,
| eaping through burning buildings in a thrilling ballet of violence.

Smiling and yawni ng, GCslett checked his wistwatch and saw that he had
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been asleep for over two and a half hours. Evidently, after the novie
had pl ayed once, the stewardess, seeing howlike a lullaby it was to
him had rewound and rerun it.

They nmust be close to their destination, surely nuch | ess than an hour
out of John Wayne Airport in Orange County. He took off the headset,
got up, and went forward in the cabin to tell C ocker what he had

| earned earlier in his tel ephone conversation with New York

Cl ocker was asleep in his seat. He had taken off the tweed jacket with
the | eather patches and | apels, but he was still wearing the brown
porkpie hat with the small brown and bl ack duck feather in the band.

He wasn't snoring, but his |lips were parted, and a thread of droo
escaped the corner of his nouth, half his chin glistened disgustingly.

Sonetimes Cslett was half convinced that the Network was playing a
col ossal joke on himby pairing himw th Karl C ocker.

H s own father was a nover and shaker in the organization, and GCslett
wondered if the old man would hitch himto a ludicrous figure like
Clocker as a way of humiliating him He |oathed his father and knew t he
feeling was nutual. Finally, however, he could not believe that the old
man, in spite of deep and seething antagoni sm would play such
ganmes- -l argely because, by doing so, he would be exposing an GCslett to
ridicule. Protecting the honor and integrity of the famly name al ways
t ook precedence over personal feelings and the settling of grudges

bet ween fanm |y nenbers.

In the Cslett famly, certain | essons were | earned so young that Drew
alnost felt as if he'd been born with that know edge, and.a profound
under st andi ng of the value of the GCslett nane seened rooted in his
genes. Nothing except a vast fortune was as preci ous as a good nane,

mai nt ai ned through generations, froma good nane sprang as nuch power as
fromtrenendous weal th, because politicians and judges found it easier
to accept briefcases full of cash, by way of bribery, when the offerings
came from peopl e whose bl oodl i ne had produced senators, secretaries of
state, |eaders of industry noted chanpions of the environment, and
much-1 auded patrons of the arts.

H's pairing with C ocker was sinply a mistake. Eventually he would have

the situation rectified. |If the Network bureaucracy was slow to
rearrange assignments, and if their renegade was recovered in a
condition that still allowed himto be handl ed as before, GCslett would

take Alfie aside and instruct himto term nate C ocker.

The paperback Star Trek novel, spine broken, lay open on Karl C ocker's
chest, pages down. Careful not to wake the big nan, Gslett picked up
t he book.

He turned to the first page, not bothering to mark C ocker's stopping
pl ace, and began to read, thinking that perhaps he would get a clue as
to why so many people were fascinated by the starship Enterprise and its
crew. Wthin a few paragraphs, the dammed aut hor was taking himinside
the mind of Captain Kirk, nmental territory that GCslett was willing to
explore only if his alternatives were otherwise linmted to the
stultifying minds of all the presidential candidates in the |ast

el ection. He skipped ahead a couple of chapters, dipped in, found
hinsel f in Spock's prissily rational mnd, skipped nore pages and

di scovered he was in the nmind of

"Bones" M:Coy.
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Annoyed, he cl osed Journey to the Rectum of the Universe, or whatever
the hell the book was called, and slapped O ocker's chest with it to
wake him

The big man sat straight up so suddenly that his porkpie hat popped off
and landed in his lap. Sleepily, he said, "Wa? Wa?"

"We' Il be landing soon."

"Of course we will," d ocker said.
"There's a contact neeting us."
"Life is contact."

Cslett was in a foul mobod. Chasing a renegade assassin, thinking about
his father, pondering the possible catastrophe represented by Martin
Stillwater, reading several pages of a Star Trek novel, and now being
peppered with nore of C ocker's cryptograns was too nmuch for any nman to
bear and still be expected to keep his good hunor.

He said, "Either you' ve been drooling in your sleep, or a herd of snails
just crawl ed over your chin and into your nmouth."

Cl ocker raised one burly armand wi ped the |lower part of his face with
his shirt sleeve.

"This contact," Oslett said, "might have a | ead on Alfie by now
We have to be sharp, ready to move. Are you fully awake?"
Cl ocker's eyes were rheuny. "None of us is ever fully awake."

"Ch, please, will you cut that hal f-baked nystical crap? | just don't
have any patience for that right now "

Cl ocker stared at hima |ong noment and then said, "You' ve got a
turbul ent heart, Drew "

"Wong. It's ny stomach that's turbulent fromhaving to listen to this
crap."

"An inner tenpest of blind hostility."
"Fuck you," Cslett said.

The pitch of the jet engines changed subtly. A nonent later the

st ewar dess approached to announce that the plane had entered its
approach to the Orange County airport and to ask themto put on their
seat bel ts.

According to Gslett's Rolex, it was 1:52 in the norning, but that was
back in klahoma City. As the Lear descended, he reset his watch until
it showed eight nminutes to mdnight.

By the time they | anded, Monday had ticked into Tuesday |ike a bonb
cl ock counting down toward detonati on.

The advance man--who appeared to be in his late twenties, not nuch
younger than Drew Oslett--was waiting in the |ounge at the
private-aircraft terminal. He told themhis name was Ji m Lomar, which
it nost likely was not.

Cslett told himthat their nanmes were Charlie Brown and Dagwood

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (183 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:34 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt
Bunst ead.

The contact didn't seemto get the joke. He helped themcarry their
| uggage out to the parking lot, where he loaded it in the trunk of a
green O dsmobi | e.

Lomar was one of those Californians who had nade a tenple of his body
and then had proceeded to nore el aborate architecture. The

exerci se-and-health-food ethic had | ong ago spread into every corner of
the country, and for years Anmericans had been striving for hard buns and
heal thy hearts to the farthest outposts of snowy Mine.

However, the Gol den State was where the first carrot-juice cocktail had
been poured, where the first granola bar had been nmade, and was stil

the only place where a significant nunber of people believed that sticks
of raw jicam were a satisfactory substitute for french fries, so only
certain fanatically dedicated Californians had enough determi nation to
exceed the structural requirenments of a tenple. JimLomar had a neck
like a granite colum, shoulders like |limestone door lintels, a chest
that could buttress a nave wall, a stomach as flat as an altar stone,
and had pretty much nmade a great cathedral out of his body.

Al though a storm front had passed through earlier in the night and the
air was still danmp and chilly, Lomar was wearing just jeans and a
T-shirt on which was a photo of Madonna with her breasts bared (the rock
singer, not the nmother of God), as if the elenents affected him as
little as they did the quarried walls of any mighty fortress. He
virtually strutted instead of wal king, performng every task with
cal cul ated grace and evident self-consci ousness, obviously aware and

pl eased that people were prone to watch and envy him

Csl ett suspected Lomar was not nerely a proud man but profoundly vain,
even narcissistic. The only god worshipped in the cathedral of his body
was the ego that inhabited it.

Neverthel ess Cslett liked the guy. The npbst appealing thing about Lomar
was that, in his conpany, Karl C ocker appeared to be the snaller of the
two. In fact it was the only appealing thing about the guy, but it was
enough. Actually, Lomar was probably only slightly--if at all--Iarger
than d ocker, but he was harder and better honed. By conparison,

Cl ocker seened slow, shanbling, old, and soft. Because he was sonetines
intimdated by Cocker's size, Cslett delighted at the thought of

Cl ocker intimdated by Lomar--though, frustratingly, if the Trekker was
at all inpressed, he didn't showit.

Lomar drove. Oslett sat up front, and C ocker slumped in the back seat.
Leaving the airport, they turned right onto MacArthur Boul evard.

They were in an area of expensive office towers and conpl exes, many of
whi ch seenmed to be the regional or national headquarters of ngjor
corporations, set back fromthe street behind | arge and neticul ously
mai nt ai ned | awns, flowerbeds, swards of shrubbery, and lots of trees,
all illumnated by artfully placed | andscape |ighting.

"Under your seat," Lomar told Gslett, "you'll find a Xerox of the
M ssion Viejo Police report on the incident at the Stillwater house.

Wasn't easy to get hold of. Read it now, 'cause | have to take it with
me and destroy it."

Clipped to the report was a penlight by which to read it. As they
fol |l owed MacArt hur Boul evard south and west into Newport Beach, Cslett

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (184 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:34 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

studi ed the docunment with grow ng astoni shnent and di smay.

They reached the Pacific Coast H ghway and turned south, traveling al
the way through Corona Del Mar before he finished.

"This cop, this Lowbock," Oslett said, |ooking up fromthe report, "he
thinks it's all a publicity stunt, thinks there wasn't even an
i ntruder."

"That's a break for us," Lomar said. He grinned, which was a ni stake,
because it nmade himl ook |ike the poster boy for sone charity fornmed to
help the willfully stupid.

Cslett said, "Considering the whole damm Network is nmaybe bei ng sucked
down a drain here, |I think we need nore than a break

W need a mracle."

"Let ne see," Cl ocker said.

Csl ett passed the report and penlight into the back seat, and then said
to Lomar, "How did our bad boy know Stillwater was even out here, how
did he find hinP"

Lomar shrugged his linestone-lintel shoulders. "Nobody knows."
Cslett nade a wordl ess sound of disgust.

To the right of the highway, they passed a pricey gate-guarded

gol f-course conunity, after which the lightless Pacific |lay so vast and
black to the west that they seemed to be driving along the edge of
eternity.

Lomar said, "W figure if we keep tabs on Stillwater, sooner or |ater
our man will turn up, and we'll recover him"

"Where's Stillwater now?"

"We don't know. "

"Terrific."

"Well, see, not half an hour after the cops left, there was this other
thing happened to the Stillwaters, before we got to them and after that
they seened to. . . go into hiding, | guess you'd say."

"What ot her thing?"

Lomar frowned. "Nobody's sure. It happened right around the corner
fromtheir house. Different neighbors saw di fferent pieces, but a guy
fitting Stillwater's description fired a | ot of shots at another guy in
a Buick. The Buick slams into a parked Explorer, see, gets hung up on
it for a second. Two kids fitting the description of the Stillwater
girls tunble out the back seat of the Buick and run, the Buick takes
off, Stillwater enpties his gun at it, and then this BM¥-which fits the
description of one of the cars registered to the Stillwaters--it cones
around the corner like a bat out of hell, driven by Stillwater's wife,
and all of themget in it and take off."

"After the Buick?"

"No. |It's long gone. It's like they're trying to get out of there
before the cops arrive."
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"Any nei ghbors see the guy in the Buick?"
"No. Too dark."
"I't was our bad boy."
Lomar said, "You really think so?"
"Well, if it wasn't him it must've been the Pope."

Lomar gave himan odd | ook, then stared thoughtfully at the hi ghway
ahead.

Before the dimvit could ask how the Pope was involved in all of this,
Cslett said, "Wiy don't we have the police report on the second
i nci dent ?"

"Wasn't one. No conplaint. No crine victim Just a report of the
hit-and-run damage to the Explorer."

"According to what Stillwater told the cops, our Alfie thinks he is
Stillwater, or ought to be. Thinks his life was stolen fromhim

The poor boy's totally over the edge, whacko, so to himit nakes sense
to go right back and steal the Stillwater kids because sonehow he thi nks
they're his kids. Jesus, what a ness."

A hi ghway sign indicated they woul d soon reach the city Iimts of Laguna
Beach.

Cslett said, "Wiere are we goi ng?"

"Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Dana Point," Lomar replied. "You ve got a suite
there. | took the long way so you'd both have a chance to read the
police report."

"W napped on the plane. | sort of thought, once we | anded, we'd get
right into action."

Lomar | ooked surprised. "Doing what?"

"Go to the Stillwater house for starters, have a | ook around, see what
we can see."

"Nothing to see. Anyway, |'m supposed to take you to the Ritz.
You're to get sone sleep, be ready to go by eight in the norning."
"CGo where?"

"They expect to have a lead on Stillwater or your boy or both by
mor ni ng. Soneone will cone to the hotel to give you a briefing at eight
o' cl ock, and you've gotta be rested, ready to nove. VWhich you should
be, since it's the Ritz. | mean, it's a terrific hotel

Great food too. Even fromroomservice. You can get a good, healthy
breakfast, not typical greasy hotel crap. Egg-white onelets,
seven-grain bread, all kinds of fresh fruit, non-fat yogurt--" Oslett
said, "I sure hope | can get a breakfast like |I have in Manhattan every
nmorning. Alligator enbryos and chicken-fried eel heads on a bed of
seaweed sauteed in a garlic butter, with a double side order of cal ves
brains. Ahhh, nan, you never in your life feel half as punped as you do
after that breakfast."
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So astoni shed that he let the speed of the Adsnmobile fall to half of
what it had been, Lomar stared at GCslett. "WlIl, they have great food
at the Ritz but maybe not as exotic as what you can get in New York."

He | ooked at the street again, and the car picked up speed.

"Anyway, you sure that's healthy food? Sounds packed with chol estero
to ne."

Not a hint of irony, not a trace of hunor inforned Lomar's voice.

It was clear that he actually believed Cslett ate eel heads, alligator
enbryos, and cal ves' brains for breakfast.

Reluctantly, GCslett had to face the fact that there were worse potential
partners than the one he already had. Karl C ocker only | ooked stupid.

I n Laguna Beach, Decenber was the off season, and the streets were
nearly deserted at a quarter to one on a Tuesday norning. At the
three-way intersection in the heart of town, with the public beach on
the right, they stopped for the red traffic signal, even though no other
nmovi ng car was in sight.

Cslett thought the town was as unnervingly dead as any place in

&l ahorma, and he | onged for the bustle of Manhattan, the all-night rush
of police vehicles and anmbul ances, the noir music of sirens, the endl ess
honki ng of horns. Laughter, drunken voices, argunents, and the nad

gi bbering of the drug-blasted schizophrenic street dwellers that echoed
up to his apartnent even in the deepest hours of the night were sorely
lacking in this somol ent burg on the edge of the winter sea.

As they continued out of Laguna, C ocker passed the Mssion Viejo Police
report forward fromthe back seat.

Cslett waited for a comment fromthe Trekker. Wen none was
forthconi ng, and when he could no | onger tolerate the silence that
filled the car and seened to blanket the world outside, he half-turned
to Cocker and said, "Well?"

"Wl | what ?"
"What do you think?"

"Not good," C ocker pronounced from his nest of shadows in the back
seat .

"Not good? That's all you can say? Looks |ike one colossal ness to
me. "

"Well," d ocker said philosophically, "into every crypto-fascist
organi zation, a little rain nmust fall.

Cslett |aughed. He turned forward, glanced at the solem Lomar, and
| aughed harder. "Karl, sonetimes | actually think naybe you're not a
bad guy."

"Good or bad," C ocker said, "everything resonates with the same
movenent of subatonmic particles.”

"Now don't go ruining a beautiful nmoment," Gslett warned him

In the deepest swale of the night, he rises fromvivid dreans of slashed
throats, bullet-shattered heads, pale wists carved by razor bl ades, and
strangl ed prostitutes, but he does not sit up or gasp or cry out like a
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man waking froma nightnmare, for he is always soothed by his dreans. He
lies in the fetal position upon the back seat of the car, half in and
hal f out of conval escent sl eep

One side of his face is wet with a thick, sticky substance. He raises
one hand to his cheek and cautiously, sleepily works the viscous
mat eri al between his fingers, trying to understand what it is.

Di scovering prickly bits of glass in the congealing slime, he realizes
that his healing eye has rejected the splinters of the car w ndow al ong
with the danaged ocul ar matter, which has been repl aced by heal thy
tissue.

He blinks, opens his eyes, and can again see as well through the |left as
through the right. Even in the shadowfilled Buick, he clearly

percei ves shapes, variations of texture, and the | esser darkness of the
ni ght that presses at the w ndows.

Hours hence, by the tinme the palmtrees are casting the |ong
west-falling shadows of dawn and tree rats have squirned into their
secret refuges anong the lush fronds to wait out the day, he will be
conpletely healed. He will be ready once nore to claimhis destiny.

He whi spers, "Charlotte . .."

Qutside, a haunting light gradually arises. The clouds trailing the
stormare thin and torn. Between sone of the ragged streaners, the cold
face of the noon peers down.

Emly.
Beyond the car wi ndows, the night glinmrers softly like slightly
tarni shed silver in the glow of a single candle flane.

Daddy is going to be all right . . . all right . . . don't worry
Daddy is going to be all right.... " He now understands that he was
drawn to his double by a magneti.sen which arose because of their
essenti al oneness and which he perceived through a sixth sense.

He' d had no awareness that another self existed, but he' d been pulled
toward himas if the attraction was an autononic function of his body to
the same extent that the beating of his heart, the production and

mai nt enance of his blood supply, and the functioning of internal organs
were autononic functions proceeding entirely w thout need of conscious
volition.

Still half enbraced by sleep, he wonders if he can apply that sixth
sense with conscious intention and reach out to find the false father
any tinme he w shes.

Dream |y, he inmagines hinself to be a figure sculpted fromiron and
magneti zed. The other self, hiding sonmewhere out there in the night, is
a simlar figure. Each magnet has a negative and positive pole. He

i magi nes his positive is aligned with the false father's negati ve.

Qpposites attract.

He seeks attraction, and al nbst at once he finds it. Invisible waves of
force tug lightly at him then less lightly.

West. West and south.

As during his frantic and conpul sive drive across nore than half the
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country, he feels the power of the attractant grow until it is like the
ponderous gravity of a planet pulling a minor asteroid into the fiery
promi se of its atnosphere.

West and sout h. Not far. A few m|es.

The pull is exigent, strangely pleasant at first but then al nost
painful. He feels as if, were he to get out of the car, he would
instantly levitate off the ground and be drawn through the air at high
speed directly into the orbit of the hateful false father who has taken
his life.

Suddenly he senses that his eneny is aware of being sought and perceives
the lines of power connecting them

He stops inmagining the magnetic attraction. |Imediately he retreats
into hinself, shuts down. He isn't quite ready to re-engage the enemny
in conbat and doesn't want to alert himto the fact that another
encounter is only hours away.

He cl oses his eyes.
Smiling, he drifts into sleep
Heal i ng sl eep

At first his dreans are of the past, peopled by those he has

assassi nated and by the wonen with whom he has had sex and on whom he
has bestowed post-coital death. Then he is enraptured by scenes that
are surely prophetic, involving those whom he | oves--his sweet wife, his
beauti ful daughters, in noments of surpassing tenderness and gratifying
submi ssion, bathed in golden light, so lovely, all in a lovely golden
light, flares of silver, ruby, anethyst, jade, and indigo.

, Marty woke froma nightmare with the feeling that he was being
crushed. Even when the dream shattered and bl ew away, though he knew
that he was awake and in the notel room he could not breathe or nove so
much as a finger. He felt small, insignificant, and was strangely
certain he was about to be hammered into billions of disassociated atons
by some cosnic force beyond his conprehension

Breath came to hi msuddenly, inplosively. The paralysis broke with a
spasm t hat shook himfrom head to foot.

He | ooked at Paige on the bed beside him afraid that he had di sturbed
her sleep. She murnured to herself but didn't wake.

He got up as quietly as possible, stepped to the front w ndow,
cautiously separated the drapery panels, and | ooked out at the notel
parking | ot and Pacific Coast H ghway beyond. No one noved to or from
any of the parked cars. As far as he renenbered, all of the shadows
that were out there now had been out there earlier. He saw no one
lurking in any corner. The stormhad taken all the wind with it into
the east, and Laguna was so still that the trees might have been painted
on a stage canvas. A truck passed, heading north on the highway, but
that was the only movement in the night.

In the wall opposite the front wi ndow, draperies covered a pair of
sliding glass doors beyond which | ay a bal cony overl ooki ng the sea.

Thr ough the doors and past the deck railing, down at the foot of the
bluff, lay a width of pale beach onto which waves broke in garl ands of
silver foam No one could easily clinb to the bal cony, and the sward
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was desert ed.
Maybe it had been only a nightmare.

He turned away fromthe glass, letting the draperies fall back into
pl ace, and he | ooked at the |um nous dial of his wistwatch. Three
o' clock in the norning.

He had been asl eep about five hours. Not |ong enough, but it would have
to do.

Hi s neck ached intolerably, and his throat was nildly sore.

He went into the bathroom eased the door shut, and snapped on the
light. Fromhis travel kit he took a bottle of Extra-Strength Excedrin.
The | abel advised a dosage of no nore than two tablets at a tinme and no
nmore than eight in twenty-four hours. The nonent seened nade for living
danger ously, however, so he washed down four of themw th a glass of
water drawn fromthe sink tap, then popped a sore-throat |ozenge in his
mout h and sucked on it.

After returning to the bedroom and picking up the short-barrel ed shotgun
from besi de the bed, he went through the open connecting door to the
girls' room They were asleep, burrowed in their covers like turtles in
shells to avoid the annoying |light of the nightstand | anp.

He | ooked out their wi ndows. Not hing.

Earlier, he had returned the reading chair to the corner, but now he
moved it farther out into the room where light would reach it.

He didn't want to alarm Charlotte and Enily if they woke before dawn and
saw an unidentifiable nan in the shadows.

He sat with his knees apart, the shotgun across his thighs.

Al t hough he owned five weapons--three of themnow in the hands of the
police although he was a good shot with all of them although he had
witten many stories in which policenen and other characters handl ed
weapons with the ease of famliarity, Marty was surprised by how
unhesitatingly he had resorted to guns when trouble arose. After all
he was neither a man of action nor experienced in killing.

Hs own Iife and then his family had been in jeopardy, but he would have
thought, before learning differently, that he'd have reservati ons when
his finger first curled around the trigger. He would have expected to
experience at |least a flicker of regret after shooting a man in the
chest even if the bastard deserved shooti ng.

He clearly renenbered the dark glee with which he had enptied the
Beretta at the fleeing Buick. The savage lurking in the human genetic
heritage was as accessible to himas to any man, regardl ess of how
educated, well-read, and civilized he was.

What he had di scovered about hinself did not displease himas nmuch as
perhaps it should. Hell, it didn't displease himat all

He knew t hat he was capable of killing any nunber of nmen to save his own
life, Paige's life, or the lives of his children. And although he swam
in a society where it was intellectually correct to enbrace pacifismas
the only hope of civilization's survival, he didn't see hinself as a
hopel ess reactionary or an evolutionary throwback or a degenerate but
merely as a man acting precisely as nature intended.
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Cvilization began with the famly, with children protected by nothers
and fathers willing to sacrifice and even die for them

If the famly wasn't safe any nore, if the governnent couldn't or

woul dn't protect the famly fromthe depredations of rapists and child
nmol esters and killers, if hom cidal sociopaths were rel eased from prison
after serving less time than fraudul ent evangelists who enbezzl ed from
their churches and greedy hotel-rich nmillionairesses who underpaid their
taxes, then civilization had ceased to exist.

If children were fair game--as any issue of a daily paper would confirm
they were--then the world had devol ved into savagery. G vilization
existed only in tiny units, within the walls of those houses where the
menbers of a fanmily shared a | ove strong enough to nake themwilling to
put their lives on the line in the defense of one another

What a day they'd been through. A terrible day. The only good thing
about it was--he had discovered that his fugue, nightmares, and other
symptons didn't result fromeither physical or nmental illness. The
trouble was not within him after all. The boogeynan was real

But he could take m ninmal satisfaction fromthat diagnosis. Although
he had regai ned his self-confidence, he had | ost so nuch el se.

Everyt hi ng had changed.
For ever.

He knew that he didn't even yet grasp just how dreadfully their lives

had been altered. |In the hours renaining before dawn, as he tried to

think what steps they nust take to protect thenselves, and as he dared
to consider the few possible origins of The Gther that |ogic dictated,
their situation inevitably would seemincreasingly difficult and their
options narrower than he could yet envision or admt.

For one thing, he suspected that they would never be able to go hone
agai n.

He wakes half an hour before dawn, heal ed and rested.

He returns to the front seat, switches on the interior light, and

exam nes his forehead and left eye in the rearviewnmrror. The bullet
furrow in his brow has knit w thout |eaving any scar that he can detect.
Hi s eye is no | onger damaged--or even bl oodshot.

However, half his face is crusted with dried blood and the grisly

bi ol ogi cal waste products of the accel erated healing process. A portion
of his countenance | ooks |ike sonething out of The Abomni nable Dr.

Phi bes or Dar kman.

Rummagi ng in the glove conpartrment, he finds a small packet of Kl eenex.

Under the tissues is a travel-size box of Handi W pes, noistened
towel ettes sealed in foil packets. They have a | enpbny scent.

Very nice. He uses the Kl eenex and towelettes to scrub the nuck off his
face, and he snmooths out his sleep-matted hair with his hands.

He won't frighten anyone now, but he is still not presentable enough to

be i nconspi cuous, which is what he desires to be. Though the bul ky

rai ncoat, buttoned to the neck, covers his bullet-torn shirt, the shirt

reeks of blood and the variety of foods that he spilled on it during his
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feeding frenzy in MDonal d' s rai nswept parking |ot |ast evening, in the
now abandoned Honda, before he'd ever net the unlucky owner of the
Buick. His pants aren't pristine, either.

On the off chance he'll find sonmething useful, he takes the keys from
the ignition, gets out of the car, goes around to the back, and opens
the trunk. Fromthe dark interior, lit only partially by an errant beam

fromthe nearby tree-shrouded security |lanp, the dead man stares at him
with wi de-eyed astoni shment, as if surprised to see himagain.

The two plastic shopping bags |lie atop the body. He enpties the
contents of both on the corpse. The owner of the Buick had been
shopping for a variety of items. The thing that | ooks nost useful at
the nmonent is a bul ky crew neck sweater

Clutching the sweater in his left hand, he gently closes the trunk 1Iid
with his right to make as little noise as possible.

People will be getting up soon, but sleep still grips nost if not all of
the apartment residents. He |ocks the trunk and pockets the keys.

, The sky is dark, but the stars have faded. Dawn is no nore than
fifteen m nutes away.

Such a | arge garden-apartnent conpl ex nust have at |east two or three
community laundry roons, and he sets out in search of one.

In a mnute he finds a signpost that directs himto the recreation
bui l di ng, pool, rental office, and nearest |aundry room

, The wal kways connecting the buildings wind through | arge and
attractively | andscaped courtyards under spreading |aurels and quaint
iron carriage lanps with verdigris patina. The devel opnent is well

pl anned and attractive. He would not mind living here hinself. O
course his own house, in Mssion Viejo, is even nore appealing, and he
is sure the girls and Paige are so attached to it that they will never
want to | eave

The [ aundry-room door is |ocked, but it doesn't pose a great obstacle.

Management has installed a cheap | ockset, a latch-bolt not a dead-bolt.

Havi ng anticipated the need, he has a credit card fromthe cadaver's
wal | et, which he slips between the faceplate and the striker plate. He
slides it upward, encounters the latch-bolt, applies pressure, and pops
t he | ock.

I nside, he finds six coin-operated washing rmachi nes, four gas dryers, a
vendi ng machine filled with small boxes of detergents and fabric
softeners, a large table on which clean clothes can be folded, and a
pair of deep sinks. Everything is clean and pl easant under the
fluorescent |ights.

He takes off the raincoat and the grossly soiled flannel shirt. He wads
up both the shirt and the coat and stuffs theminto a |arge trash can
that stands in one corner.

Hi s chest is unmarked by bull et wounds. He doesn't need to look at his
back to know that the single exit wound is al so heal ed.

He washes his arnpits at one of the laundry sinks and dries with paper
towel s taken froma wall dispenser

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (192 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:34 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

He | ooks forward to taking a | ong hot shower before the day is done, in
his own bathroom in his own hone. Once he has | ocated the fal se father
and killed him once he has recovered his fanmily, he will have tinme for
sinmple pleasures. Paige will shower with him

She will enjoy that.

If necessary, he could take off his jeans and wash themin one of the
| aundry-room machi nes, using coins taken fromthe owner of the Buick

But when he scrapes the crusted food off the denimwith his fingernails
and works at the few stains with danp paper towels, the result is
sati sfactory.

The sweater is a pleasant surprise. He expects it to be too large for
him as the raincoat was, but the dead nman evidently did not buy it for
hinself. It fits perfectly. The colon-cranberry red--goes well with
the blue jeans and is also a good color for him If the roomhad a
mrror, he is sure it would show that he is not only inconspi cuous but
qui te respectabl e and even attractive.

Qutside, dawn is just a ghost light in the east.
Morning birds are chirruping in the trees.
The air is sweet.

Tossing the Buick keys into sone shrubbery, abandoning the car and the
dead man in it, he proceeds briskly to the nearest nultiple stal
carport and systematically tries the doors of the vehicles parked under
t he bougai nvil |l ea-covered roof. Just when he thinks all of themare
going to be | ocked, a Toyota Canry proves to be open

He slips in behind the wheel. Checks behind the sun visor for keys.
Under the seat. No such | uck.

It doesn't matter. He's nothing if not resourceful. Before the sky has
bri ght ened appreciably, he hot-wires the car and is on the road again.

Most |ikely, the owner of the Canry will discover it's nmissing in a
coupl e of hours, when he's ready to go to work, and will quickly report
it stolen. No problem By then the license plates will be on anot her
car, and the Cantry will be sporting a different set of tags that wll
make it all but invisible to the police.

He feels invigorated, driving through the hills of Laguna Niguel in the
rose light of dawmn. The early sky is as yet only a faded blue, but the
hi gh formati ons of striated clouds are runneled with bright pink.

It is the first day of Decenber. Day one. He is making a fresh start.

From now on, everything will go his way because he will no | onger
underestimate his eneny.

Before he kills the false father, he will put out the bastard' s eyes in
retribution for the wound that he hinself suffered. He will require his
daughters to watch, for this will be an inportant |esson to them proof

that false fathers cannot triunmph in the long run and that their rea
father is a man to be di sobeyed only at the risk of severe punishnent.

( , Shortly after dawn, Marty woke Charlotte and Emly. "Got to get
showered and hit the road, ladies. Lots to do this norning."
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Emily was fully awake in an instant. She scranbled out from under the
covers and stood on the bed in her daffodil-yellow pajamas, which
brought her alnost to eye-level with him She denanded a hug and a
good-norning kiss. "I had a super dream |l ast night."

"Let nme guess. You dreaned you were old enough to date Tom Crui se,
drive a sports car, snoke cigars, get drunk, and puke your guts out.
"Silly," she said. "I dreaned, for breakfast, you went out to the

vendi ng machi nes and got us Mountain Dew and candy bars."

"Sorry, but it wasn't prophetic."
"Daddy, don't be a witer using big words."
"I meant, your dreamisn't going to cone true."

"Well, | know that, " she said. "You and Mormy woul d bl ow a basket if
we had candy for breakfast."

"Casket. Not basket."

She winkled her face. "Does it really matter?"

"No, | guess not. Basket, gasket, whatever you say."

Emily squirmed out of his arns and junped down fromthe bed

"I"'mgoing to the potty," she announced.

"That's a start. Then take a shower, brush your teeth, and get
dressed. "

Charlotte was, as usual, slower to come fully awake. By the time Emly
was cl osing the bat hroom door, Charlotte had only nanaged to push back

the bl ankets and sit on the edge of her bed. She was scow ing down at

her bare feet.

Marty sat beside her. "They're called 'toes."

"Mmm " she said.

"You need themto fill out the ends of your socks."
She yawned
Marty said, "You'll need thema lot nore if you' re going to be a ballet

dancer. But for npbst other professions, however, they're not essential
So if you aren't going to be a ballet dancer, then you could have them
surgically renoved, just the biggest ones or all ten, that's entirely up
to you."

She cocked her head and gave hi m a Daddy' s-bei ng-cute-so-let's hunor-him
look. "I think I'Il keep them

"What ever you want," he said, and kissed her forehead.

"My teeth feel furry," she conplained. "So does my tongue."
"Maybe during the night you ate a cat."

She was awake enough to giggle.

In the bathroomthe toilet flushed, and a second | ater the door opened.
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Emily said, "Charlotte, you want privacy for the potty, or can | shower
now?"

"Go ahead and shower," Charlotte said. "You snell."

"Yeah? Well, you stink."
"You reek."

"That's because | want to," Emily said, probably because she coul dn't
think of a coneback word for "reek."

"My gracious young daughters, such little |adies."

As Em |y di sappeared back into the bathroom and began to fiddle with the
shower controls, Charlotte said, "Cotta get this fuzz off ny teeth." She
got up and went to the open door. At the threshold she turned to Marty.
"Daddy, do we have to go to school today?"

"Not today."

"I didn't think so." She hesitated. "Tonorrow?"

"I don't know, honey. Probably not."

Anot her hesitation. "WIIl we be going to school again ever?"

"Well, sure, of course.”

She stared at himfor too | ong, then nodded and went into the bathroom

Her question rattled Marty. He wasn't sure if she was nerely

fantasi zing about a life w thout school, as nobst kids did now and then,
or whether she was expressing a nore genui ne concern about the depth of
the trouble that had rolled over them

He had heard the tel evision come on in the other roomwhile he had been
sitting on the edge of the bed with Charlotte, so he knew Pai ge was
awake. He got up to go say good norning to her

As he was approachi ng the connecting door, Paige called to him
"Marty, quick, look at this."

When he hurried into the other room he saw her standing in front of the
TV. She was wat ching an early-norning news program

"It's about us," she said.

He recogni zed their own hone on the screen. A wonan reporter was
standing in the street, her back to the house, facing the canera.

Marty squatted in front of the television and turned up the sound.

so the mystery remains, and the police would very nuch like to
talk to Martin Stillwater this norning . "

"Ch, this norning they want to talk," he said disgustedly.
Pai ge shushed him

an irresponsible hoax by a witer too eager to advance his
career, or something far nore sinister? Now that the police | aboratory
has confirned the | arge amount of blood in the Stillwater house is
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i ndeed of human origin, the need for the authorities to answer that
question has overni ght becone nore urgent."

That was the end of the piece. As the reporter gave her nane and
| ocation, Marty registered the word

"LIVE" in the upper |eft-hand corner
of the screen. Although the four letters had been there all along, the
i mportance of themhadn't registered i mediately.

"Live?" Marty said. "They don't send reporters out |live unless the
story's ongoing."

"It is ongoing," Paige said. She was standing with her arns fol ded

across her chest, frowning down at the television. "The lunatic is
still out there somewhere."
"I mean, like a robbery in progress or a hostage situation with a SWAT

teamwaiting to stormthe place. By TV standards, this is boring, no
action, no one on scene to shove a nmicrophone at, just an enpty house
for visuals. It's not the kind of story they use for a live spot, too
expensi ve and no excitenent."

The broadcast had gone back to the studio. To his surprise, the
anchorman wasn't one of the second-string newsreaders froma Los Angel es
station, who would ordinarily have pulled duty on an early norning
program but a well-known network face.

Astoni shed, Marty said, "This is national. Since when does a
breaki ng-and-entry report rate national news?"

"You were assaulted too," Paige said.

"So what? These days, there's a worse crine than this every ten seconds
sonewhere in the country.”

"But you're a celebrity.”
"The hell I am™
"You may not like it, but you are."

"I"'mnot that nuch of a celebrity, not with only two paperback
bestsellers. You know how hard it is to get on this programfor one of
their chat segnments, as an invited guest?' He rapped a knuckl e agai nst

the face of the anchorman on the screen. "Harder than getting an
invitation to a state dinner at the Wite House! Even if | hired a
publicist who'd sold his soul to the devil, he couldn't get ne on this
program Paige. |'mjust not big enough. |'ma nobody to them"”

"So . . . what're you sayi ng?"

He went to the window that provided a view of the parking lot, and
parted the draperies. Pale sunlight. Steady traffic out on Pacific
Coast Hi ghway. The trees stirred lazily in the mldest of on-shore
breezes.

Not hing in the scene was threatening or unusual, yet it seenmed om nous
to him He felt that he was | ooking out at a world that was no | onger
famliar, a world changed for the worse. The differences were

i ndefi nabl e, subjective rather than objective, perceptible to the spirit
more than to the senses but nonetheless real. And the pace of that dark
change was accel erating. Soon the view fromthis roomor any ot her
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woul d be, to him |ike sonething seen through the porthole of a
spacecraft on a far alien planet which superficially resenbled his own
worl d but which was, below its deceptive surface, infinitely strange
and inimcal to human life.

"I don't think," he said, "that the police would ordinarily have
compl eted their tests on those bl ood sanples so quickly, and I know it's
not standard practice to release crine-lab results so casually to the

media." He let the draperies fall into place and turned to Pai ge, whose
brow was furrowed with worry. "National news? Live, on the scene?
I don't know what the hell is happening, Paige, but it's even stranger

than | thought it was |ast night."

Wi | e Pai ge showered, Marty pulled up a chair in front of the
tel evi si on and channel - hopped, searching for other news prograns. He
caught the end of a second story about hinself on a |ocal channel and
then a third piece, conplete, on a national show.

He was trying to guard agai nst paranoia, but he had the distinct

i npression that both stories suggested, w thout nmaking accusations, that
the falsity of his statenent to the Mssion Viejo Police was a foregone
conclusion and that his real notive was either to sell nore books or
somet hi ng dar ker and weirder than mere career-punping.

Bot h prograns nade use of the photograph fromthe current issue of
Peopl e, in which he resenbled a novie zonbie with gl ow ng eyes, |urching
out of shadows, violent and denented. And both pointedly nentioned the
three guns of which he'd been relieved by the police, as if he nmight be
a suburban survivalist living atop a bunker packed solid with arns and
ammunition. Toward the end of the third report, he thought an
inplication was nade to the effect that he m ght even be dangerous,
although it was so snmpoth and so subtly inserted that it was nore a
matter of the reporter's tone of voice and expressions than any words in
the script.

Rattl ed, he switched off the television

For a while he stared at the blank screen. The gray of the dead nonitor
mat ched his nood.

After everyone was showered and dressed, the girls got in the back seat
of the BMWWand dutifully put on their seatbelts while their parents
stowed the luggage in the trunk

When Marty slamed the trunk lid and |ocked it, Paige spoke to him
quietly, so Charlotte and Emly couldn't hear. "You really think we
have to go this far, do these things, it's really that bad?"

"I don't know. Like |I told you, |I've been brooding about this ever
since | woke up, since three o' clock this morning, and | still don't
know i f 1'm over-reacting."

"These are serious steps to take, even risky."

"It's just that . . . as strange as this already is, with The O her and
everything he said to ne, whatever underlies it all is stranger still.

More dangerous than one lunatic with a gun. Deadlier and a | ot bigger
than that. Something so big it'll crush us if we try to stand up to it.

That's how | felt in the mddle of the night, afraid, nore scared even
than when he had the kids in his car. And after what | saw on TV this
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morning, |'mnmnore--not less--inclined to go with nmy gut feelings He
realized that his expression of dread was extreme, with an unm stakabl e
flavor of paranoia. But he was no alarnist, and he was confident that
his instincts could be trusted. Events had dissolved all of his doubts
about his nental well-being.

He wi shed he could identify an eneny other than the inprobable
dead-ringer, for he knew intuitively that there was anot her eneny, and
it would be conforting to have it defined. The Mafia, Ku Kl ux Kl an,
neo- Nazi s, consortiunms of evil bankers, the board of directors of some
ferociously greedy international conglonmerate, right-wi ng generals
intent on establishing a mlitary dictatorship, a cabal of in sane

M deastern zeal ots, mad scientists intent on blowing the world to
smithereens for the sheer hell of it, or Satan hinself in all his horned
spl endor --any of the standard villains of television dranmas and

countl ess novel s, regardl ess of how unlikely and cliched, would be
preferable to an adversary wi thout face or formor nane.

Chewi ng her lower lip, lost in thought, Paige |et her gaze travel across
the breeze-ruffled trees, other parked cars, and the front of the notel,
before tilting her head back and | ooking up at three shrieking sea gulls
that wheel ed across the nostly blue and uncaring azure sky.

"You sense it too," he said.
"Yes."

"Oppressive. W're not being watched, but the feeling is al nost the
sanme. "

" Mre than that," she said. "Different. The world has changed or the
way | look at it."

"Me too."

"Sonmething's been . . . lost."

And we'll never find it again, he thought.

The Ritz-Carlton was a remarkable hotel, exquisitely tasteful, with
generous applications of marble, |inestone, granite, quality art, and
antiques throughout its public areas. The enornous flower arrangenents,
on di splay wherever one turned, were the nmost artfully fashioned that
Cslett had ever seen. Attired in subdued unifornms, courteous,

omi present, the staff seemed to outnunmber the guests.

Al inall, it rem nded Gslett of hone, the Connecticut estate on which
he had been raised, although the fam |y mansion was | arger than the
Ritz-Carlton, was furnished with antiques only of nmuseumquality, had a
staff-to-famly ratio of six to one, and featured a | andi ng pad | arge
enough to accommodate the mlitary helicopters in which the President of
the United States and his retinue sonetinmes travel ed.

The two-bedroom suite with spacious living room in which Drew Cslett
and C ocker were quartered, offered every anenity froma fully stocked
bar to marble shower stalls so spacious that it would have been possible
for a visiting ballet dancer to practice entrechats during his norning
ablutions. The towels were not by Pratesi, as were those he had used
all his life, but they were good Egyptian cotton, soft and absorbent.

By 7,50 Tuesday norning, Oslett had dressed in a white cotton shirt with
whal ebone buttons by Theophilus Shirtnmakers of London, a navy-blue
cashnere bl azer crafted with sublinme attention to detail by his persona
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tailor in Rome, gray wool slacks, black oxfords (an eccentric touch)
handnmade by an Italian cobbler living in Paris, and a club tie in
stripes of navy, nmaroon, and gold. The color of his silk pocket
handker chi ef precisely matched the gold in his tie.

Thus attired, his nood el evated by his sartorial perfection, he went

| ooking for Cocker. He didn't desire the big man's company, of course,
he just preferred, for his own peace of mnd, to know what C ocker was
up to at all tines. And he nurtured the hope that one bl essed day he
woul d di scover Karl C ocker dead, felled by a massive cardiac

i nfarction, cerebral henorrhage, or an alien death ray |ike those about
whi ch the big man was al ways readi ng.

Clocker was in a patio chair on the balcony off the Iiving room

i gnoring a breathtaking view of the Pacific, his nose stuck in the |ast
chapt er of Shape- Changi ng Gynecol ogi sts of the Dark Gl axy, or whatever
the hell it was called. He was wearing the sane hat with the duck
feather, tweed sportcoat, and Hush Puppies, although he had on new
purpl e socks, fresh slacks, and a clean white shirt. He'd changed into
a different harl equin-pattern sweater-vest, as well, this one in blue,

pi nk, yellow, and gray. Though he was not sporting a tie, so nmuch bl ack
hair bristled fromthe open neck of his shirt that, at a glance, he
appeared to be wearing a cravat.

After failing to respond to Gslett's first "good norning," O ocker
replied to the repetition of those words with the inprobable split
finger greeting that characters gave each other on Star Trek, his
attention still riveted to the paperback. |If GCslett had possessed a
chai nsaw or cl eaver, he woul d have severed C ocker's hand at the wi st
and tossed it into the ocean. He wondered if room service would send up
a suitably sharp instrument fromthe chef's collection of kitchen
cutlery

The day was warm sh, already seventy. Blue skies and bal my breezes were
a wel come change fromthe chill of the previous night.

Promptly at eight o' clock--barely intine to prevent GCslett from being
driven mad by the lulling cries of sea gulls, the tranquilizing runble
of the incom ng conbers, and the faint laughter of the early surfers
paddl i ng their boards out to sea--the Network representative arrived to
brief themon devel opnents. He was a far different itemfromthe
hul ki ng advance man who'd driven themfromthe airport to the
Ritz-Carlton several hours earlier. Savile Row suit. Cub tie

CGood Baily wingtips. One look at himwas all Oslett needed to be
certain that he owned no article of clothing on which was printed a
phot o of Madonna with her breasts bared.

He said his name was Peter Waxhill, and he was probably telling the
truth. He was high enough in the organization to know Gslett's and

Cl ocker's real nanes--although he had booked theminto the hotel as John
Gal braith and John Maynard Keynes--so there was no reason for himto
conceal his own.

Waxhi || appeared to be in his early forties, ten years ol der than
Cslett, but the razor-cut hair at his tenples was feathered with gray.

At six feet, he was tall but not overbearing, he was slimbut fit,
handsonme but not dauntingly so, charming but not fanmiliar. He handled
hi msel f not nerely as if he had been a diplomat for decades but as if he
had been genetically engineered for that career
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After introducing hinself and commenting on the weather, Wax hill said,
"I took the liberty of inquiring with roomservice if you' d had
breakfast, and as they said you hadn't, |I'mafraid | took the further
liberty of ordering for the three of us, so we can breakfast and di scuss
busi ness sinultaneously. | hope you don't mind."

"Not at all," Cslett said, inmpressed by the man's suaveness and

efficiency.

No sooner had he responded than the suite doorbell rang, and Vaxhil
ushered in two waiters pushing a serving cart covered with a white

tabl ecl oth and stacked with dishes. 1In the center of the Iiving room
the waiters raised hidden | eaves on the cart, converting it into a round
tabl e, and distributed chargers-pl at es-napki ns-cups-saucers

gl assware-flatware with the grace and speed of mmgi ci ans nmani pul ati ng

pl aying cards. Together they caused to appear a variety of serving

di shes from bottonl ess conpartnents under the table, until suddenly
breakfast appeared as if fromthin air, scranbled eggs with red peppers,
bacon, sausages, ki ppers, toast, croissants, hot-house strawberries
acconpani ed by brown sugar and small pitchers of heavy cream fresh
orange juice, and a silver-plated thernos-pot of coffee.

Waxhi || conplinmented the waiters, thanked them tipped them and signed
for the bill, remaining in notion the whole time, so that he was
returning the roomservice ticket and hotel pen to themas they were
crossing the threshold into the corridor

When Waxhill closed the door and returned to the table, Oslett said,
"Harvard or Yal e?"

"Yale. And you?"

"Princeton. Then Harvard."

"In ny case, Yale and then Oxford."

"The President went to Oxford," GCslett noted.

"Did he indeed,"” Waxhill said, raising his eyebrows, pretending this was
news. "Well, Oxford endures, you know. "

Apparently having finished the final chapter of Planet of the
Gastrointestinal Parasites, Karl C ocker entered fromthe bal cony, a
wal ki ng enbarrassnent as far as Oslett was concerned. Waxhill allowed
hinself to be introduced to the Trekker, shook hands, and gave every

i npression he was not choking on revulsion or hilarity.

They pulled up three straight-backed occasional chairs and sat down to
breakfast. C ocker didn't take off his hat.

As they transferred food fromthe serving dishes to their plates,
Waxhill said, "Overnight, we've picked up a fewinteresting bits of
background on Martin Stillwater, the nost inportant of which relates to
his ol dest daughter's hospitalization five years ago."

"What was wong with her?" GCslett asked.

"They didn't have a clue at first. Based on the synptomns, they
suspected cancer. Charlotte that's the daughter, she was four years old
at the tine--was in rather desperate shape for a while, but it
eventual ly proved to be an unusual bl ood-chem stry inbal ance, quite
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treatable.™

"Good for her," Oslett said, though he didn't care whether the
Stillwater girl had lived or died.

"Yes, it was," Waxhill said, "but at her |owest point, when the doctors
were edging toward a nore term nal diagnosis, her father and nother
underwent bone-narrow aspiration. Extraction of bone nmarrow with a
special aspirating needle."

"Sounds painful."

"No doubt. Doctors required sanples to determ ne which parent woul d be
the best donor in case a marrow transplant was required.

Charlotte's marrow was producing little new bl ood, and indications were
that malignancy was inhibiting blood-cell formation."

Cslett took a bite of the eggs. There was basil in them and they were
marvel ous. "I fail to see where Charlotte's illness could have any
relationship to our current problem™

After pausing for effect, Waxhill said, "She was hospitalized at
Cedars-Sinai in Los Angeles."

Cslett froze with a second forkful of eggs halfway to his nouth.
"Five years ago," Waxhill repeated for enphasis.

"What nont h?"

" Decenber. "

"What day did Stillwater give the marrow sanpl e?"

"The sixteenth. Decenber sixteenth."

"Dam. But we had a bl ood sanple as well, a backup--"

"Stillwater also gave bl ood sanples. One of them would have been
packaged with each marrow sanple for |ab work."

Cslett conveyed the forkful of eggs to his mouth. He chewed, swall owed,
and said, "How could our people screw up |like this?"

"We' Il probably never know. Anyway, the 'how doesn't matter as mnmuch as
the fact they did screw up, and we have to live with it."

"So we never started where we thought we did."
"Or with whom we thought we started,” Waxhill rephrased.

Cl ocker was eating like a horse without a feed bag. Oslett wanted to
throw a towel over the big man's head to spare Waxhill the unpl easant
sight of such vigorous nastication. At |east the Trekker had not yet
punctuat ed the conversation with inscrutable comrentary.

"Exceptional kippers," Waxhill said.
Cslett said, "I'lIl have to try one.”
After sipping orange juice and patting his nmouth with his napkin,

Waxhill said, "As to how your Alfie knew Stillwater existed and was abl e
tofind him. . . there are two theories at the nonent."
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Cslett noticed the "your Alfie" instead of "our Alfie," which m ght nean
not hi ng--or mght indicate an effort was already under way to shift the
blame to himin spite of the incontrovertible fact that the di saster was
directly the result of sloppy scientific procedures and had not hi ng

what soever to do with how the boy had been handl ed during his fourteen
nmont hs of servi ce.

"First," Waxhill said, "there's a faction that thinks A fie nust have
conme across a book with Stillwater's picture on the jacket."

"It can't be anything that sinple."

"l agree. Though, of course, the about-the-author paragraph on the flap
of his last two books says he lives in Mssion Viejo, which would have
given AIfie a good | ead."

Cslett said, "Anybody, seeing a picture of an identical twin he never
knew he had, would be curious enough to look into it--except Alfie.

Whereas an ordi nary person has the freedomto pursue a thing |like that,
Alfie doesn't. He's tightly focused."

"Aimed like a bullet.”
"Exactly. He broke training here, which required a nonunental trauma.

Hell, it's nore than training. That's a euphenism |It's indoctrination
, brai nwashi ng--"

"He's programred. "

"Yes. Programmed. He's the next thing to a machine, and just seeing a
phot ograph of Stillwater wouldn't send hi mspinning out of control any
nore than the personal conputer in your office would start producing
sperm and grow hair on its back just because you scanned a phot ograph of
Marilyn Monroe onto its hard disk."

Waxhi Il laughed softly. "I like the analogy. | think I'Il use it to
change sone ninds, though of course I'lIl credit it to you."

Cslett was pleased by Waxhill's approval
"Excel |l ent bacon," said Waxhill.
"Yes, isn't it."

Cl ocker just kept eating.

"The second and snaller faction," Waxhill continued, "proposes a nore
exotic--but, at least to ne, nore credible hypothesis to the effect that
Alfie has a secret ability of which we're not aware and which he may not
fully understand or control hinself."

"Secret ability?"
"Rudi mentary psychic perception perhaps. Very primtive

but strong enough to nmake a connection between himand Stillwater, draw
them t oget her because of . . . well, because of all they share."

"Isn't that a bit far out?"

Waxhill smled and nodded. "I'Il admit it sounds |ike something out of
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a Star Trek novie--" Oslett cringed and gl anced at C ocker, but the big
man's eyes didn't shift fromthe food heaped on his plate.

"--though the whol e project smacks of science fiction, doesn't it?"
Waxhi Il concl uded.
"l guess so," GCslett conceded.

"The fact is, the genetic engineers have given Alfie some truly
exceptional abilities. Intentionally. So doesn't it seem possible
they've unintentionally, inadvertently given himother superhuman
qualities?"

"Even i nhuman qualities," O ocker said.

"Wl I, now, you've just shown ne a nore unpleasant way to |ook at it,"
Waxhi |l said, regarding Karl C ocker soberly, "and all too possibly a
nmore accurate view." Turning to GCslett, "Some psychic |ink, sone
strange nmental connection, m ght have shattered Alfie's conditioning,
erased his programor caused himto override it."

"Qur boy was in Kansas City, and Stillwater was in southern California,
for CGod' s sake."

Waxhi || shrugged. "A TV broadcast goes on forever, to the end of the
uni verse. Beama |laser from Chicago toward the far end of the gal axy,
and that light will get there soneday, thousands of years from now,
after Chicago is dust--and it'll keep on going. So nmaybe distance is
meani ngl ess when you're dealing with thought waves, too, or whatever it
was that connected Alfie to this witer."

Cslett had lost his appetite.
Cl ocker seenmed to have found it and added it to his own.

Pointing to the basket of croissants, Waxhill said, "These are
excellent--and in case you didn't realize, there are two kinds here,
sonme plain and sone with al nond paste inside."

"Al mond croissants are ny favorite," Oslett said, but didn't reach for
one.

Waxhi |l said, "The best croissants in the world--"

"--are in Paris," Oslett interjected, "in a quaint cafe less than a
bl ock off "--the Chanps El ysees," Waxhill finished, surprising Cslett.

"The proprietor, Al fonse--"
"--and his wife, Mrielle--"
" are culinary geniuses and hosts w thout equal."
"Charm ng people," Waxhill agreed.

They smiled at each other.

Cl ocker served hinself nore sausages, and Cslett wanted to knock that
stupid hat off his head.

"If there's any chance that our boy has extraordinary powers, however

feeble, which we never intended to give him" Waxhill said, "then we
must consider the possibility that sone qualities we did intend to give
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himdidn't turn out quite as we thought they did."
"I"'mafraid | don't follow " Oslett said.
"Essentially, I'mtalking about sex."
Cslett was surprised. "He has no interest init."
"We're sure of that, are we?"
"He's apparently nale, of course, but he's inpotent."
Waxhi | | sai d not hi ng.
"He was engineered to be inpotent,"” Oslett stressed.

"A man can be inpotent yet have a keen interest in sex. |Indeed, one

m ght make a good argunment for the case that his very inability to
attain an erection frustrates him and that his frustration leads himto
be obsessed with sex, with what he cannot have."

Csl ett had been shaking his head the entire tine Waxhill had been
speaking. "No. Again, it's not that sinple. He's not only inpotent

He's received hundreds of hours of intense psychol ogical conditioning to
elimnate sexual interest, some of it when he's been in deep hypnosis,
some under the influence of drugs that make the sub consci ous
susceptible to any suggestion, sonme through virtual-reality sublimna
feeds during sedative-induced sleep. To this boy, the primary

di fference between nen and wonen is the way they dress.”

Uni npressed with Gslett's argunent, spreading orange marnal ade on a
slice of toast, Waxhill said, "Brai nwashing, even at its nost
sophisticated, can fail. Wuld you agree with that?"

"Yes, but with an ordinary subject, you have probl ens because you've got
to counter a lifetine of experience to install a new attitude or false
menory. But Alfie was different. He was a blank slate, a beautiful

bl ank slate, so there wasn't any resistance to whatever attitudes,
menories, or feelings we wanted to stuff in his nice enpty head.

There was nothing in his brain to wash out first."

"Maybe m nd-control failed with AlIfie precisely because we were so
confident that he was an easy mark."

"The mind is its own control," C ocker said.
Waxhi |l gave himan odd | ook

"I don't think it failed," GCslett insisted. "Anyway, there's still the
little matter of his engineered inpotence to get around.”

Waxhill took tine to chew and swallow a bite of toast, and then washed
it domn with coffee. "Maybe his body got around it for him"

"Say agai n?"
"H's incredible body with its superhuman recuperative powers." i Oslett
twitched as if the idea had pierced like a pin. "Wait a | mnute, now.

Hi s wounds heal exceptionally fast, yes. Punctures, gashes, broken
bones. Once danaged, his body can restore itself to its origina

engi neered condition in mraculously short order. But that's the key.
To its original engineered condition. It can't start to remake itself
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on any fundanmental |evel, can't nutate, for God's sake."

"We're sure of that, are we?"

"Yes!™

"\ 2"

"Well . . . because . . . otherwise . . . it's unthinkable."
"I'magi ne," Waxhill said, "if AIfie is potent. And interested in sex.

The boy's been engineered to have a trenendous potential for violence, a
bi ol ogi cal killing nmachine, w thout compunctions or renorse, capable of
any savagery. |Inmagine that bestiality coupled with a sex drive, and
consi der how sexual conpul sions and violent inpulses can feed on each
other and anplify each other when they're not tenpered by a civilized
and noral spirit.”

Csl ett pushed his plate aside. The sight of food was beginning to
sicken him "It has been considered. That's why so damed many
precautions were taken."

"As with the Hi ndenburg." As with the Titanic, GCslett thought grimy.

Waxhi || pushed his plate aside, too, and fol ded his hands around his
coffee cup. "So now Alfie has found Stillwater, and he wants the

witer's fanmily. He's a conplete man now, at |east physically, and
t houghts of sex |ead eventually to thoughts of procreation. A wife.

Children. God knows what strange, tw sted understandi ng he has of the
meani ng and purpose of a famly. But here's a ready-nmade fanily.

He wants it. Wants it badly. Evidently he feels it belongs to him™"
The bank offered extensive hours as part of its conpetitive edge.

Marty and Paige intended to be at the doors, with Charlotte and Emly,
when t he manager unl ocked for business at eight o' clock Tuesday norning.

He disliked returning to Mssion Viejo, but he felt they would be able
to effect their transactions with the least difficulty at the particular
branch where they maintained their accounts. It was only eight or nine
bl ocks fromtheir house. Many of the tellers would recognize himand
Pai ge.

The bank was in a free-standing brick building in the northwest corner
of a shoppi ng-center parking lot, nicely | andscaped and shaded by pine
trees, flanked on two sides by streets and on the other two sides by
acres of blacktop. At the far end of the parking lot, to the south and
east, was an L-shaped series of connected buildings that housed thirty
to forty businesses, including a supernmarket.

Marty parked on the south side. The short walk fromthe BMNto the bank
door, with the kids between himand Pai ge, was unnerving because they
had to |l eave their guns in the car. He felt vul nerable.

He coul d imagi ne no way in which they mght secretly bring a shotgun
inside with them even a conpact pistol-grip nodel |ike the Mssberg.

He didn't want to risk carrying the Beretta under his ski jacket because
he wasn't sure whether sonme bank-security systens included the ability
to detect a hidden handgun on anyone who wal ked t hrough the door. |If a
bank enpl oyee mi stook himfor a hol dup nman and the police were sunmoned
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by a silent alarm the cops would never give himthe benefit of the
doubt --not considering the reputation he had with themafter |ast night.

While Marty went directly to one of the teller's w ndows, Paige took
Charlotte and Enily to an arrangenent of two short sofas and two
arnchairs at one end of the | ong room where patrons waited when they
had appointments with |l oan officers. The bank was not a cavernous

mar bl e- |1 i ned monunent to noney with nassive Doric colums and vaul ted
ceiling, but a conparatively snmall place with an acoustic-tile ceiling
and al | -weat her green carpet. Though Paige and the kids were only sixty
feet fromhim clearly visible any tine he chose to glance their way, he
didn't like being separated fromthem by even that much di stance.

The teller was a young wonman--Lorrai ne Arakadi an, according to the
nanepl ate at her w ndow -whose round tortoise-shell glasses gave her an
ow i sh I ook. When Marty told her that he wanted to make a wi t hdrawal of
seventy thousand dollars fromtheir savings account--which had a bal ance
of nmore than seventy-four--she m sunderstood, thinking he nmeant to
transfer that anmount to checking.

When she put the applicable formin front of himto effect the
transaction, he corrected her m sapprehension and asked for the entire
anmount in hundred-dollar bills if possible.

She said, "Ch. | see. Well . . . that's a larger transaction than
can make on nmy own authority, sir. |'ll have to get permission fromthe
head teller or assistant manager."

"Of course,"” he said unconcernedly, as if he made | arge cash withdrawal s
every week. "I understand.”

She went to the far end of the long teller's cage to speak to an ol der
worman who was exam ni ng docunents in one drawer of a |arge bank of
files. Marty recogni zed hen-El ai ne Hi ggens, assistant nanager. Ms.
H ggens and Lorrai ne Arakadi an gl anced at Marty, then put their heads
together to confer again.

Wiile he waited for them Mrty nonitored both the south and east
entrances to the | obby, trying to | ook nonchal ant even though he
expected The Ot her to wal k through one door or another at any nonent,
this time armed with an Uzi.

A witer's imagination. Maybe it wasn't a curse, after all. At |east
not entirely. Maybe sonetimes it was a survival tool. One thing for
sure, even the most fanciful witer's imagination had trouble keeping up
with reality these days.

He needs nore tinme than he expected to find plates to swap for those on
the stolen Toyota Cantry. He slept too late and took far too long to
make hinself presentable. Now the world is com ng awake, and he hasn't
the advantage of the dead-of-night privacy that would make the switch
easy. Large garden-apartnent conpl exes, with shadowy carports and a

pl eni tude of vehicles, offer the ideal shopping for what he requires,
but as he tries one after another of these, he discovers too many

resi dents out and about, on their way to work.

Eventually his diligent search is rewarded in the parking | ot behind a
church. A norning service is in progress. He can hear organ nusic.

Pari shioners have | eft fourteen cars fromwhich he can select, not a
| arge turnout for the Lord but adequate for his own purposes.
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He | eaves the engine of the Canry running while he looks for a car in
whi ch the owner has left the keys. |In the third one, a green Pontiac, a
full set dangles fromthe ignition

He unl ocks the trunk of the Pontiac, hoping it will contain at |east an
energency tool kit with a screwdriver. Because he hot-wired the Canry,
he doesn't have keys to its trunk. Again, he is in luck, a conplete
road-emergency kit with flares, first-aid itens, and a tool packet that
i ncludes four screwdrivers of different types.

God is with him

In a few nminutes he exchanges the Canmry's plates for those on the
Pontiac. He returns the tool kit to the trunk of the Pontiac and the
keys to the ignition

As he's walking to the Canry, the church organ | aunches into a hytm with
which he is not familiar. That he doesn't know the name of the hymm is
not surprising, since he has only been to church three tines that he can
recall. In two instances, he had gone to church to kill tine unti

movi e theaters opened. On the third occasion he had been follow ng a
woman he'd seen on the street and with whom he woul d have liked to share
sex and the special intimcy of death.

The nusic stirs him He stands in the mld norning breeze, swaying
dreanm |y, eyes closed. He is noved by the hyctm.  Perhaps he has nusica
talent. He should find out. Maybe playing an instrument of sone kind
and conposi ng songs woul d be easier than witing novels.

When the song ends, he gets in the Canry and | eaves.

Marty exchanged pl easantries with Ms. H ggens when she returned with
the teller. Evidently no one at the bank had seen the news about him
as neither woman nentioned the assault. Hi's crew neck sweater and
butt on-down shirt concealed livid bruises around his neck. H's voice
was mldly hoarse but not sufficiently so to cause conment.

M's. Hi ggens observed that the cash withdrawal he w shed to nake was
unusual |y | arge, phrasing her coment to induce himto explain why he
woul d risk carrying so much noney around. He nerely agreed it was,

i ndeed, unusually | arge and expressed the hope that he wasn't putting
themto nmuch trouble. Unflagging affability was probably essential to
conpleting the transaction as swiftly as possible.

"I"'mnot sure we can pay it entirely in hundreds,"” Ms. Hi ggens said.

She spoke softly, discreetly, though there were only two other customers
in the bank and neither of themnearby. "I1'lIl have to check our supply
of bills in that denomination."

"Some twenties, fifties are okay," Marty assured her. "I'mjust trying
to prevent it fromgetting too bul ky."

Though both the assistant nmanager and the teller were smiling and
polite, Marty was aware of their curiosity and concern. They were in
the noney business, after all, and they knew there weren't many

| egitimate--and fewer sensible--reasons for anyone to carry seventy
thousand i n cash.

Even if he had felt confortable | eaving Paige and the kids in the car,
Marty woul d not have done so. The first suspicion to cross a banker's
m nd woul d be that the cash was needed to nmeet a ransom paynent, and
prudence would require a call to the police. Wth the entire famly
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present, ki dnapping could be rul ed out.

Marty's teller began to consult with other tellers, tabulating the
nunber of hundreds contained in all their drawers, while Ms. Hi ggens
di sappeared t hrough the open door of the vault at the back of the cage.

He gl anced at Paige and the girls. East entrance. South. H s watch.
Smiling, snmling all the while, smling like an idiot.

We' |l be out of here in fifteen mnutes, he told hinmself. Maybe as few
as ten. Qut of here and on our way and safe.

The dark wave hit him

At a Denny's, he uses the men's room then selects a booth by the
wi ndows and orders an enornous breakf ast.

Hs waitress is a cute brunette naned Gayle. She makes jokes about his
appetite. She is comng onto him He considers trying to make a date
with her. She has a lovely body, slender |egs.

Havi ng sex with Gayl e would be adultery because he is married to Paige.

He wonders if it would still be adultery if, after having sex with
Gayl e, he killed her.

He | eaves her a good tip and decides to return within a week or tw and
ask her for a date. She has a pert nose, sensuous |ips.

In the Canry again, before he starts the engine, he closes his eyes,
clears his mnd, and inagines he is magnetized, |ikew se the fal se
father, opposite poles toward each other. He seeks attraction

This time he is pulled into the orbit of the other man qui cker than he
was when he tried to nake a connection in the middle of the night, and
the adducent power is i measurably greater than before. |ndeed, the
pull is so strong, so instantly, he grunts in surprise and |ocks his
hands around the steering wheel, as if he is in real danger of being
yanked out of the Toyota through the w ndshield and shooting like a
bullet straight to the heart of the false father

H's eneny is imediately aware of the contact. The man is frightened,
t hr eat ened.

East .
And sout h.

That will |ead himback in the general direction of M ssion Viejo,
t hough he doubts the inposter feels safe enough to have returned home
al r eady.

A pressure wave, as from an enornous expl osi on, smashed into Marty and
nearly rocked himoff his feet. Wth both hands he clutched the
countertop in front of the teller's window to keep his bal ance. He

| eaned into the counter, bracing hinself against it.

it.

The sensation was entirely subjective. The air seened conpressed to the
poi nt of liquefaction, but nothing disintegrated, cracked, or fell over
He appeared to be the only person affected.
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After the initial shock of the wave, Marty felt as if he'd been buried
under an aval anche. Wi ghed down by i mreasurabl e meg tons of snow

Breat hl ess. Paral yzed. Cold.

He suspected that his face had turned pale, waxy. He knew for certain
that he would be unable to speak if spoken to. Were anyone to return to
the teller's wi ndow while the seizure gripped him the fear beneath his
casual pose would be revealed. He would be exposed as a nan in
desperate trouble, and they would be reluctant to hand so nuch cash to
soneone who was so clearly either ill or deranged.

He grew dramatically col der when he experienced a nental caress fromthe
same malignant, ghostly presence that he'd sensed yesterday in the
garage as he'd been trying to |l eave for the doctor's office. The icy
"hand" of the spirit pressed against the raw surface of his brain, as if
reading his location by fingering data that was Brailled into the

convol uted tissues of his cerebral cortex. He now understood that the
spirit was actually the | ook-alike, whose uncanny powers were not
limted to spontaneous recovery fromnortal chest wounds.

He breaks the magnetic connection

He drives out of the restaurant parking |ot.

He turns on the radio. Mchael Bolton is singing about |ove.

The song is touching. He is deeply noved by it, alnbst to tears.

Now that he finally is somebody, now that a wife waits for himand two
young children need his gui dance, he knows the neani ng and val ue of

| ove. He wonders how he could have lived this | ong wthout He heads
south. And east.

Destiny calls.
Abruptly, the spectral hand lifted from Marty.

The crushing pressure was rel eased, and the world snapped back to
normal --if there was such a thing as nornmality any nore.

He was relieved that the attack had | asted only five or ten seconds.
None of the bank enpl oyees had been aware anything was wong with him
However, the need to obtain the cash and get out of there was urgent.

He | ooked at Paige and the kids in the open | ounge at the far end of the
room He shifted his gaze worriedly to the east entrance, the south
entrance, east again.

The Ot her knew where they were. In mnutes, at nost, their nysterious
and i npl acabl e eneny woul d be upon them

The scranbl ed eggs on Cslett's abandoned plate acquired a faint grayish
cast as they cool ed and congeal ed. The salty aroma of bacon, previously
so appealing, induced in hima vague nausea.

Stunned by the consideration that Al fie mght have devel oped into a
creature with sexual urges and with the ability to satisfy them GCslett
was nonet hel ess determ ned not to appear concerned, at |least not in
front of Peter Waxhill. "Well, all of this still amunts to nothing but
conj ecture.”
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"Yes," said Waxhill, "but we're checking the past to see if the theory
hol ds water."

"What past ?"

"Police records in every city where Al fie has been on assignnment in the
past fourteen nonths. Rapes and rape-nurders during the hours he wasn't
actual Iy working."

Cslett's mouth was dry. Hi's heart was thudding.

He didn't care what happened to the Stillwater famly. Hell, they were
only Klingons.

He didn't care, either, if the Network collapsed and all of its grand
anmbi tions went unfulfilled. Eventually an organization sinilar to it
woul d be fornmed, and the dream woul d be renewed.

But if their bad boy proved inpossible to recapture or stop, the
potential was here for a stain to spread deep into the Gslett famly,
jeopardizing its wealth and seriously dimnishing its political power
for decades to come. Above all, Drew Gslett demanded respect. The
ultimate guarantor of respect had al ways been fam |y, bl oodline.

The prospect of the GCslett name becom ng an object of ridicule and
scorn, target of public outrage, brunt of every TV conedian's puerile
j okes, and the subject of enbarrassing stories in papers as diverse as
the New York Tinmes and the National Enquirer was soul - shaki ng.

"Didn't you ever wonder," Waxhill asked, "what your boy did with his
free tinme, between assignnments?"

"W nonitored himclosely, of course, for the first six weeks.

He went to novies, restaurants, parks, watched television, did all the
things that people do to kill tinme--just as we wanted himto act outside
a controlled environment. Nothing strange. Nothing at all out of the
ordinary. Certainly nothing to do with wonen."

"He woul d have been on his best behavior, naturally, if he was aware
that he was bei ng watched."

"He wasn't aware. Couldn't be. He nor normal men. No way.
They're the best." GCslett realized he was protesting too nuch.
Nevert hel ess, he couldn't keep from addi ng, "No way."

"Maybe he was aware of themthe same way he becane aware of this Martin
Stillwater. Sone | ow key psychic perception.”

Cslett was beginning to dislike Waxhill. The nan was a hopel ess
pessi m st.

Pi cking up the thernos-pot and pouring nore coffee for all of them
Waxhill said, "Even if he was only going to novies, watching
television--didn't that worry you?"

"Look, he's supposed to be the perfect assassin. Progranmed.

No renorse, no second thoughts. Hard to catch, harder to kill. And if
sonet hi ng does go wong, he can never be traced to his handl ers.
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He doesn't know who we are or why we want these people terninated, so he
can't turn state's evidence. He's nothing, a shell, a totally holl ow
man. But he's got to function in society, be inconspicuous, act |ike an
ordinary Joe, do things real people do in their spare tine.

If we had himsitting around hotel roons staring at walls, maids would
comrent to one another, think he's weird, remenber him

Besi des, what's the harmin a novie, sone television?"
"Cul tural influences. They could change hi m somehow. "

"It's nature that matters, how he was engi neered, not what he did with
his Saturday afternoon. GOslett |eaned back in his chair, feeling
guardedly better, having convinced hinmself to sone degree, if not
Waxhill. "Check into the past. But you won't find anything."

"Maybe we already have. A prostitute in Kansas City. Strangled in a
cheap notel across the street froma bar called the Blue Life Lounge.

Two different bartenders at the | ounge gave the Kansas City Police a
description of the nman she left with. Sounds like Afie."

Csl ett had perceived a bond of class and experience between hinself and
Peter Waxhill. He had even entertained the prospect of friendship.

Now he had the uneasy feeling that Waxhill was taking pleasure from
bei ng the bearer of all this bad news.

Waxhi |l said, "One of our contacts nmanaged to get us a sanple of the
spermthat the Kansas City Police Scientific Investigation Division
recovered fromthe prostitute's vagina. |It's being flown to our New
York lab now. If it's Alfie's sperm we'll know "

"He can't produce sperm He was engi neered--"

"Well, if it's his, we'll know. W have his genetic structure mapped,
we know it better than Rand McNally knows the world. And it's unique.
More individual than fingerprints.™”

Yale men. They were all alike. Snug, self-satisfied bastards.

Cl ocker picked up a plunp hot-house strawberry between thunmb and
forefinger. Examning it closely, as if he had excruciatingly high
standards for conestibles and woul d not eat anything that failed to pass

hi s demandi ng i nspection, he said, "If Afie's drawn to Martin
Stillwater, then what we need to know is where we can find Stillwater
now." He popped the entire berry, half as large as a |l emon, onto his

tongue and into his nmouth, in the manner of a toad taking a fly.

"Last night we sent a nan into their house for a | ook around," Waxhil
said. "Indications are, they packed in a hurry. Bureau drawers |eft
open, clothes scattered around, a few enpty suitcases left out after
they decided not to use them Judgi ng by appearances, they don't intend
to return hone within the next few days, but we're having the place

wat ched just in case.”

"And you have no idea in hell where to find them" GCslett said, taking
perverse pleasure in putting Waxhill on the defensive.

Unruffled, Waxhill said, "W can't say where they are at this nonment,
no--"
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" Ah "
"--but we think we can predict one place we can get a | ead on them

Stillwater's parents live in Manmmpoth Lakes. He has no other relatives
on the West Coast, and unless there's a close friend we don't know
about, he's alnobst certain to call his father and nmother, if not go
there. "

"What about the wife's parents?"

"When she was si xteen, her father shot her nobther in the face and then
killed hinself."

"Interesting." What Oslett nmeant was that the tawdriness of the average
person's life never ceased to amaze him

"It is interesting, actually,"” Waxhill said, perhaps neaning some thing
different fromwhat Cslett neant. "Paige canme hone from school and
found their bodies. For a few nonths, she was under the guardi anship of
an aunt. But she didn't like the woman, and she filed a petition with
the court to have herself declared a |egal adult."

"At sixteen?"

"The judge was sufficiently inpressed with her to rule in her favor
It's rare but it does happen."

"She nust've had one hell of an attorney."

"l suppose she did. She studied the applicable statutes and precedents,
then represented hersel f."

The situation was bl eaker all the time. Even if he'd been lucky, Mrtin
Stillwater had gotten the better of Afie, which meant he was a nore
form dable nan than the jerk in People. Now it was beginning to seem as
if his wife had nmore than a common neasure of fortitude, as well, and
woul d make a worthy adversary.

Cslett said, "To push Stillwater to get in touch with his fol ks, we
shoul d use Network affiliates in the media to hype the incidents at his
house | ast night onto the front page."

"We are," Peter Waxhill said infuriatingly. He franed inaginary
headl i nes with his hands,"
"Best selling Author Shoots Intruder

Hoax or Real Threat? Author and Family Mssing. Hiding fromKiller or
Avoi ding Police Scrutiny?" That sort of thing. Wen Stillwater sees a
newspaper or TV news program he's going to call his parents right then
because he'll know they've seen the news and they' re worried."

"We've tapped their phone?"

"Yes. W have caller-1D equi pnent on the line. The nonent the
connection is nmade, we'll have a nunber where Stillwater's staying."

"What do we do in the neantine?" Oslett asked. "Just sit around here
havi ng mani cures, eating strawberries?"

At the rate C ocker was eating strawberries, the hotel supply would be
gone shortly, and soon thereafter the entire hot-house crop in
California and adj acent states woul d al so be exhaust ed.
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Waxhi Il | ooked at his gold Rol ex.

Drew Cslett tried to detect sone indication of ostentation in the way
Waxhi |l consulted the expensive tinepiece. He would have been pl eased
to note any revelatory action that m ght expose a gauche pretender under
the veneer of grace and sophistication

But Waxhill seened to regard the wistwatch as Gslett did his own gold
Rol ex, as though it was no different froma Timer purchased at K-Mart.

"In fact, you'll be flying up to Manmoth Lakes later this norning.”
"But we can't be certain Stillwater's going to show up there."

"It's a reasonabl e expectation,"” Waxhill said. "If he does, then
there's a good chance Alfie will follow. You'll be in position to
collect our boy. And if Stillwater doesn't go there, just calls his
dear mater and pater, you can fly out or drive out at once to wherever
he called from

Reluctant to sit a monent |onger, for fear that Waxhill would use the
time to deliver nore bad news, Oslett put his napkin on the table and
pushed his chair back. "Then let's get noving. The |onger our boy's on

the | oose, the greater the chance sonmeone's going to see himand
Stillwater at the sane tine. \When that happens, the police are going to
start believing his story."

Remaining in his chair, picking up his coffee cup, Waxhill sai d?

"One nore thing."

Cslett had risen. He was loath to sit again because it would appear as
if Waxhill controlled the noment. Waxhill did control the nonment, in
fact, but only because he possessed needed infornmation, not because he
was Cslett's superior in rank or in any other sense.

At worst, they held equal power in the organization, and nore likely,
Cslett was the heavywei ght of the two. He renmi ned standi ng beside the
tabl e, gazing down at the Yal e nan.

Al t hough he was finally finished eating, C ocker stayed in his chair.

Cslett didn't know whether his partner's behavior was a mnor betraya
or only evidence that the Trekker's mnd was off with Spock and the gang
in some distant corner of the universe.

After a sip of coffee, Waxhill said, "If you have to termni nate our boy,
that's regrettable but acceptable. |f you can bring himback into the
fold, at least until he can be gotten into a secure facility and
restrai ned, even better. However it goes . . . Stillwater, his wife,
and his kids have to be elininated."”

"No problem™

The branch manager, Ms. Takuda, visited Marty while he waited at the
teller's window, shortly after the dark wave slamred i nto hi mand washed
away. |If he had been confronted by his reflection, he would have
expected to see that he was still tight-lipped and pale, with an ani nal
wi ldness in his eyes, however, if Ms. Takuda noticed anything strange
in his appearance, she was too polite to nention it.

Primarily she was concerned that he m ght be withdrawing the nmajority of
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hi s savi ngs because sonethi ng about the bank di spl eased him

He was surprised he could sumopn a convincing smle and enough charmto
assure her that he had no quarrel with the bank and to set her mind at
rest. He was chilled and shaki ng deep inside, but none of the trenors
reached the surface or affected his voice.

When Ms. Takuda went to assist Elaine Higgens in the vault, Marty

| ooked at Pai ge and the kids, the east door, the south door, and his
Timer. The sight of the red sweep hand cl eaning the seconds off i i the
di al made sweat break out on his brow. The O her was coning.

How | ong? Ten minutes, two minutes, five seconds?
Anot her wave hit him

Cruising a wide boulevard. Mrning sun flaring off the chrome of
passing cars. Phil Collins on the radio, singing about betrayal

Synpathizing with Collins, he again inmagines magnetism Cick

Contact. He feels an irresistible pull farther east and south, so he is
still heading in the right direction

He breaks contact seconds after establishing it, hoping to get another
fix on the false father without revealing hinmself. But even during that
brief |inkage, the eneny senses the intrusion

Though the second wave was of shorter duration than the first, it was no
| ess powerful. Marty felt as if he had been hit in the chest with a
hamer .

Wth Ms. Higgens, the teller returned to the window. She had | oose
cash and banded packets of both hundred- and twenty-dollar bills. It
anmbunted to two stacks of approxinmately three inches each.

The teller started to count out the seventy thousand.

"That's all right," Marty said. "Just put it in a couple of nanila
envel opes. "

Surprised, Ms. Higgens said, "Ch, but M. Stillwater, you've signed the
wi t hdrawal order, we ought to count it in front of you."

"No, I'msure you've already counted correctly."”
"But bank procedure--"

"I trust you, Ms. Higgens."

"Well, thank you, but | really think--"

"Please." Merely by renmining seated at the roomservice table while
Drew Cslett stood inpatiently beside it, Waxhill exerted control. Cslett
di sli ked hi mand grudgi ngly adnired hi msinmultaneously.

"I't's alnmost certain,” Waxhill said, "that the wife and children saw
Alfie in that second incident |ast night. They know very little about
what's going on, but if they know Stillwater was telling the truth when
he tal ked about a | ook-alike, then they know too nuch."

"l said, no problem" GCslett rem nded himinpatiently.

Waxhi || nodded. "Yes, all right, but the honme office wants it done in a
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certain way."
Si ghing, Oslett gave up and sat down. "VWhich is?"
"Make it look as if Stillwater went off the deep end.”
"Mur der - sui ci de?"

"Yes, but not just any murder-suicide. The hone office would be pl eased
if it could be nade to appear as if Stillwater was acting out a
particul ar psychopat hi c del usion. "Whatever."

"The wi fe nust be shot in each breast and in the nouth.”
"And the daughters?"

"First, make themundress. Tie their wists behind them Tie their
ankl es together. N ce and tight. There's a particular brand of braided

wire we'd like you to use. It'll be provided. Then shoot each girl
tw ce.
Once in her . . . private parts, then between the eyes. Stillwater

nmust appear to have shot hinmself once through the roof of his nouth.
W1l you renenber all of that?"
"Of course."

"It's inportant that you do everything precisely that way, no deviations
fromthe script.”

"What's the story we're trying to tell?" Oslett asked.
"Didn't you read the article in People?"

"Not all the way through," OCslett admtted. "Stillwater seened |ike
such a jerk--and a boring jerk, at that."

Waxhill said, "A few years ago, in Maryland, a man killed his wi fe and
two daughters in exactly this fashion. He was a pillar of the
community, so it shocked everybody. Tragic story. Everyone was |eft
wondering why. It seenmed so neaningless, so out of character. Still
water was intrigued by the crime and considered witing a novel based on
it, to explore the possible notivation behind it. But after he'd done a
| ot of research, he dropped the project. |In People, he says it just
depressed himtoo nuch. Says that fiction, his kind of fiction, needs
to nake sense of things, bring order to chaos, but he just couldn't find
any meani ng i n what happened in Maryl and."

Cslett sat in silence for a nonent, trying to hate Waxhill but finding
that his dislike for the man was fading rapidly. "l nust say .

this is very nice."
Waxhi Il smled al nost shyly and shrugged.
"This was your idea?" GOslett asked.

"Mne, yes. | proposed it to the hone office, and they went for it
right away."

"I't's ingenious," Cslett said with genuine admiration

"Thank you."
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"Very neat. Martin Stillwater kills his famly the sanme way the guy did
in Maryland, and it |ooks as if the real reason he couldn't wite a
novel about the original case was because it struck too close to hone,
because it was what he secretly wanted to do to his famly."

"Exactly."

"And it's been preying on his mnd ever since."
"Haunts his dreans."

"This psychotic urge to synbolically rape--"
"--and literally kill--"

"--his daughters--"

“--Kkill his wife, too, the woman who--"
"--nurtured them" GCslett finished.

They were smiling at each other again, as they had smled when
di scussing that lovely cafe off the Chanps El ysees.

Waxhill said, "No one will ever be able to figure out what killing his
famly had to do with his crazy report of a |ook-alike intruder, but
they'll figure the | ook-alike was sonehow part of his delusion, too."

"I just realized, sanples of Alfie's blood taken fromthe house in
M ssion Viejo are going to appear to be Stillwater's blood."

"Yes. Was he periodically exsanguinating hinmself, saving his * 303 own
bl ood for the hoax? And why? A great many theories are sure to be put
forth, and in the end it'll be a mystery of |less interest than what he
did to his famly. No one will ever untangle the truth fromall that."

Cslett was beginning to hope they m ght recover Alfie, salvage the
Net wor k, and keep their reputations intact after all

Turning to O ocker, Waxhill said, "Wuat about you, Karl? Do you have a
problemw th any of this?"

Though he was sitting at the table, C ocker appeared distant in spirit.

He pulled his attention back to themas if his thoughts had been with
the Enterprise crew on a hostile planet in the Crab nebul a.

"There are five billion people on earth," he said, "so we think it's
crowded, but for every one of us, the universe contains countless
thousands of stars, an infinity of stars for each of us."

Waxhi |l stared at O ocker, waiting for elucidation. Wen he realized
that d ocker had nothing nore to say, he turned to GCslett.

"I believe what Karl neans," Gslett said, "is that . . . Wll, in the
vast scheme of things, what does it matter if a few people die a little
sooner than they would have in the natural course of events?"

The sun is high over the distant nmountains, where the |oftiest peaks are
capped with snow. It seens odd to have a view of winter fromthis
springlike Decenber nmorning full of palmtrees and fl owers.
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He drives south and east into Mssion Viejo. He is vengeance on wheels.
Justice on wheels. Rolling, rolling.

He considers locating a gun shop and buying a shotgun or hunting rifle,
some weapon for which there is no waiting period prior to the right of
purchase. His adversary is arned, but he is not.

However, he doesn't want to delay his pursuit of the kidnapper who has
stolen his famly. |If the eneny is kept off balance and on the nove, he
is nore likely to make nmistakes. Unrelenting pressure is a better
weapon than any gun.

Besi des, he is vengeance, justice, and virtue. He is the hero of this
movi e, and heroes do not die. They can be shot, clubbed, run off the
road i n high-speed car chases, slashed with a knife, pushed froma
cliff, locked in a dungeon filled with poi sonous snakes, and endure an
endl essly i magi native series of abuses w thout perishing. Wth Harrison
Ford, Sylvester Stallone, Steven Seagal, Bruce WIlis, Wsley Snipes,
and so many ot her heroes, he shares the invincibility of virtue and high
nobl e purpose.

He realizes why his initial assault on the false father, in his house
yesterday, was dooned to fail in spite of his being a hero. He'd been
drawn westward by the powerful attraction between himand his double, to
the sane degree that he had been aware of something pulling him the
doubl e had been aware of sonething approaching all day Sunday and
Monday. By the tine they encountered each other - in the upstairs
study, the false father had been alerted and had prepared for battle.

Now he understands that he can initiate and term nate the connection
between themat will. Like the electrical current in any house hold
circuit, it can be controlled by an ON-OFF switch. Instead of |eaving
the switch in the ON position all the time, he can open the pathway for
brief nmonments, just |ong enough to feel the pull of the false father and
take a fix on him

Logi ¢ suggests he also can nodify the power flow ng along the psychic
wire. By imagining the psychic control is a dimrer switch--a
rheostat--he should be able to adjust downward the anperage of the
current in the circuit, making the contact nore subtle than it has been
to date. After all, by using a rheostatic switch, the light of a
chandel i er can be reduced snoothly by degrees until there is barely a
visible glow Likewi se, imagining the psychic switch as anot her
rheostat, he mght be able to open the connection at such a | ow anperage
that he can track the false father without that adversary being al erted
to the fact he's being sought.

Stopping at a red traffic light in the heart of Mssion Viejo, he

i magi nes a dial-type dimrer switch with a three-hundred-sixty-degree
brightness range. He turns it only ninety degrees, and at once feels
the pull of the false father, slightly farther east and now sonme what to
the north.

Qut si de of the bank, halfway to the BMN Marty suddenly felt another
wave of pressure and behind it, the crushing Juggernaut of his dreans.

The sensation was not as strong as the experiences in the bank, but it
caught himin md-step and threw him off bal ance. He staggered,
stunmbl ed, and fell. The two manila envel opes full of cash flew out of
hi s hands and slid across the bl ackt op.

Charlotte and Enmily scanpered after the envel opes, and Pai ge hel ped
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Marty to his feet.

As the wave passed and Marty stood shakily, he said, "Here, take ny
keys, you better drive. He's hunting ne. He's comng."

She | ooked around the bank |lot in panic.

Marty said, "No, he's not here yet. It's |ike before. This sense of
being in the path of sonething very powerful and fast.

shaken again by contact with The Oher. Although the inpact of the
probe was | ess disturbing than ever before, he took no solace fromthe
di m ni shrent of its power.

"Get us the hell out of here," he urged Paige, as he retrieved the
| oaded Beretta from under the seat.

Pai ge started the engine, and Marty turned to the kids. They were
buckling their seatbelts.

As Paige slammed the BMNVinto reverse and backed out of the parking
space, the girls net Marty's eyes. They were scared.

He had too much respect for their perceptiveness to lie to them

Rat her than pretend everything was going to be all right, he said, "Hang
on. Your Mnis gonna try to drive like | do."

Poppi ng the car out of reverse, Paige asked, "Where's he com ng fronP"

"l don't know. Just don't go out the sane way we cane in. | feel
uneasy about that. Use the other street."

Two bl ocks. Maybe not that far.

Driving slowy. Scanning the street ahead, left and right.
Looking for them

A car horn toots behind him The driver is inpatient.

Sl ow, slow, squinting left and right, checking people on the sidewal ks
as well as in passing cars.

The horn behind him He gestures obscenely, which seens to spook the
guy into silence.

Sl ow, sl ow.

No sight of them

Try the nmental rheostat again. A sixty-degree turn this tine.
Still a strong contact, an urgent and irresistible pull.
Ahead. On the left. Shopping center.

As Marty got into the front passenger seat and shut the door, holding
the envel opes of cash that the kids had retrieved for him he was He is
drawn to the bank rather than the shopping center itself, and he parks
near the east entrance.

As he switches the engine off, he hears a brief shriek of tires.

Fromthe corner of his eye, he is aware of a car driving away fast from
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the south end of the building. Turning, he sees a white BMVeighty to a
hundred feet away. It streaks toward the shopping center, past himin a
flash.

He catches sight of only a portion of the driver's face--one cheekbone,
jaw line, curve of chin. And a shimer of golden hair.

Sonetinmes it's possible to identify a favorite song by only three notes,
because the nelody has left an indelible inpression on the m nd.

Li kewi se, fromthat partial profile, glinpsed in a flicker of shadow and
light, in a blur of notion, he recognizes his precious wfe.

Unknown peopl e have eradicated his menories of her, but the photograph
he di scovered yesterday is inprinted on his heart.

He whi spers, "Paige."

He starts the Canry, backs out of the parking space, and turns toward
t he shoppi ng center

Acres of blacktop are enpty at that early hour, for only the
super mar ket, a doughnut shop, and an office-supply store are open for
busi ness. The BMWraces across the parking lot, sw nging w de of the
few clusters of cars, to the service road that fronts the stores. It
turns left and heads toward the north end of the center.

He foll ows but not aggressively. |If he |loses them locating themagain
is an easy matter because of the nysterious but reliable |ink between
himand the hateful man who has usurped his life.

The BMWreaches the north exit and turns right into the street.

By the time he arrives at that same intersection, the BMNis already two
bl ocks away, stopped at a red traffic signal and barely in sight.

For nmore than an hour, he follows themdiscreetly along surface streets,
north on the Santa Ana and Costa Mesa freeways, then east on the

Ri versi de Freeway, staying well back fromthem Tucked in anobng the
heavy norning commuter traffic, his small Canry is as good as invisible.

On the Riverside Freeway, west of Corona, he imagines switching on the
psychic current between hinself and the false father. He pictures the
rheostat and turns it five degrees out of a possible three hundred and
sixty. That is sufficient for himto sense the presence of the fal se
father ahead in traffic, although it gives himno precise fix.

Si x degrees, seven, eight. Ei ght is too nuch. Seven. Seven is ideal

Wth the switch open only seven degrees, the attraction is powerful
enough to serve as a beacon to himw thout alerting the eneny that the
link has been re-established. In the BMN the inposter rides east
toward Riverside, tense and watchful but unaware of bei ng nonitored

Yet, in the hunter's mind, the signal of the prey registers like a
blinking red light on an el ectronic map.

Havi ng mastered control of this strange adducent power, he may be able
to strike at the false father with sone degree of surprise

Though the man in the BMVis expecting an attack and is on the run to
avoid it, he's also accustoned to being forewarned of assault. Wen
enough tine passes without a disturbance in the ether, when he feels no
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unnervi ng probes, he'll regain confidence.

Wth a return of confidence, his caution will dimnish, and he'll becone
vul ner abl e.

The hunter needs only to stay on the trail, follow the spoor, bide his
time, and wait for the ideal nonment to strike.

As they pass through Riverside, norning traffic thins out around them

He drops back farther, until the BMNVis a distant, colorless dot that
sonetinmes vani shes tenporarily, mragelike, in a shimer of sunlight or
swirl of dust.

Onward and north. Through San Bernardino. Onto Interstate 15.

Into the northern end of the San Bernardi no Mountains. Through the E
Cajon Pass at forty-three hundred feet.

Soon thereafter, south of the town of Hesperia, the BMNdeparts the
interstate and heads directly north on U S. H ghway 395, into the
west er nnost reaches of the forbidding Mjave Desert. He follows,
continuing to remain at such a distance that they can't possibly realize
the dark speck in their rearview mrror is the same car that has trailed
them now t hrough three counti es.

Wthin a couple of niles, he passes a road sign indicating the mleage
to Ridgecrest, Lone Pine, Bishop, and Manmoth Lakes. Mammoth is the
farthest--two hundred and ei ghty-two niles.

The nane of the town has an instant association for him He has an
eidetic menmory. He can see the words on the dedication page of one of
the mystery novels he has witten and which he keeps on the shelves in
his home office in Mssion Viejo, This opus is for nmy nother and father,
Jimand Alice Stillwater, who taught ne to be an honest man--and who
can't be blamed if | amable to think Iike a crimnal

He recalls, as well, the Rolodex card with their names and address.
They live in Mammot h Lakes.

Again, he is poignantly aware of what he has lost. Even if he can
reclaimhis life fromthe inposter who wears his name, perhaps he wll
never regain the nenories that have been stolen fromhim His

chil dhood. His adol escence. His first date. Hi s high schoo
experiences. He has no recollection of his nother's or his father's
|l ove, and it seens outrageous, nonstrous, that he could be robbed of
those nobst essential and enduringly supportive nenories.

For nore than sixty miles, he alternates between despair at the
estrangenment which is the primary quality of his existence and joy at
the prospect of reclaimng his destiny.

He desperately longs to be with his father, his nother, to see their
dear faces (which have been erased fromthe tablets of his menory), to
enbrace them and re-establish the profound bond between himself and the
two people to whom he owes his existence. Fromthe novies he has seen,
he knows parents can be a curse the mani acal nother who was dead before
t he openi ng scene of Psycho, the selfish nother and father who warped
poor Nick Nolte in The Prince of Tides--but he believes his parents to
be of a finer variety, conpassionate and true, like Jinmmy Stewart and
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Donna Reed in It's a Wnderful Life.

The highway is flanked by dry | akes as white as salt, sudden battl enents
of red rock, w nd-scul pted oceans of sand, scrub, boron flats, distant
escar pnents of dark stone. Everywhere lies evidence of geol ogica
upheaval s and lava flows fromdistant m |l ennia.

At the town of Red Mountain, the BMN | eaves the highway. It stops at a
service station to refuel

He follows until he is certain of their intention, but passes the
service station without stopping. They have guns. He does not. A
better nonment will be found to kill the inpersonator

Re-entering H ghway 395, he drives north a short distance to
Johannesburg, which sits west of the Lava Muuntains. He exits again and
tanks up the Canry at another service station. He buys crackers, candy
bars, and peanuts fromthe vendi ng machi nes to sustain himduring the

| ong drive ahead.

Per haps because Charlotte and Emly had to use the restroons back at the
Red Mountain stop, he is on the highway ahead of the BMN but that
doesn't matter because he no |l onger needs to follow them He knows
where they are going.

Manmot h Lakes, Californi a.

Jimand Alice Stillwater. Wo taught himto be an honest nan

Who can't be blaned if he is able to think like a crimnal. To whom he
dedi cated a novel. Beloved. Cherished. Stolen fromhimbut soon to be
recl ai ned.

He is eager to enlist themin his crusade to regain his fanmily and his
destiny. Perhaps the false father can deceive his children, and perhaps
even Paige can be fooled into accepting the inposter as the real Martin
Stillwater. But his parents will recognize their true son, blood of
their blood, and will not be msled by the cunning mnicry of that

fam ly-stealing fraud.

Si nce turning onto Hi ghway 395, where traffic is |ight, the BMN had
mai ntai ned a steady sixty to sixty-five mles an hour, though the road
made greater speed possible in many areas. Now, he pushes the Canry
north at seventy-five and eighty. He should be able to reach Mammmot h
Lakes between two o' clock and two-fifteen, half an hour to forty-five
m nut es ahead of the inposter, which will give himtime to alert his
nmot her and father to the evil intentions of the creature that

masquer ades as their son

The hi ghway angl es northwest across Indian Wells Valley, with the E
Paso Mountains to the south. Mle by mle, his heart swells with
enotion at the prospect of being reunited with his nom and dad, from
whom he has been cruelly separated. He aches with the need to enbrace
them and bask in their |love, their unquestioning |love, their undying and
perfect |ove.

The Bel |l Jet Ranger executive helicopter that conveyed GCslett and O ocker
to Mamot h Lakes bel onged to a notion-picture studio that was a Network
affiliate. Wth black cal fskin seats, brass fixtures, and cabin walls
pl ushly uphol stered in emeral d-green lizard skin, the anbiance was even
nmore | uxurious than in the passenger conpartnent of the Lear. The
chopper also offered a nore entertaining collection of reading matter
than had been available in the jet, including that day's editions of The
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Hol | ywood Reporter and Daily Variety plus the nost recent issues of
Prem er, Rolling Stone, Modther Jones, Forbes, Fortune, GQ Spy, The
Ecol ogi cal Watch Society Journal, and Bon Appetit.

To occupy his time during the flight, C ocker produced another Star Trek
novel , which he had purchased in the gift shop at the Ritz-Carlton Hote
before they checked out. Gslett was convinced that the spread of such
fantastical literature into the tastefully appointed and el egantly
managed shops of a five-star resort--fornmerly the kind of place that
catered to the cultured and powerful, not nerely the rich--was as
alarnming a sign of society's inminent collapse as could be found, on a
par with heavily armed crack-cocaine dealers selling their wares in
school yar ds.

As the JetRanger cruised north through Sequoi a National Park, King's
Canyon National Park, along the western flank of the Sierra Nevadas, and
eventually directly into those magnificent nountains, Oslett kept noving
fromone side of the helicopter to the other, determ ned not to mss any
of the stunning scenery. The vastnesses beneath himwere so sparsely
popul ated, they m ght have been expected to trigger his nearly

agor aphobi ¢ aversion to open spaces and rural |andscapes. But the
terrain changed by the mnute, presenting new marvels and
ever-nore-splendid vistas at a sufficiently swift pace to entertain him

Furthernore, the JetRanger flew at a nmuch lower altitude than the Lear,
giving Cslett a sense of headlong forward notion. The interior of the
hel i copter was noi si er and shaken by nore vibrations than the passenger
conpartment of the jet, which he also |iked.

Twi ce he called Cocker's attention to the natural wonders just beyond
the windows. Both tines the big man nerely glanced at the scenery for a
second or two, and then without coment returned his attention to

Si x- Breast ed Amazon Wnen of the Slinme Planet.

"What's so damed interesting in that book?" Gslett finally demanded,
dropping into the seat directly opposite C ocker.

Fi ni shing the paragraph he was readi ng before | ooking up, C ocker said,
"I couldn't tell you."

"Way not ?"

"Because even after | told you what | find interesting in this book, it
woul dn't be interesting to you."

"What's that supposed to nean?"
Cl ocker shrugged. "I don't think you'd like it."

"l hate novels, always have, especially science fiction and crap like
that."

"There you go."
"What's that supposed to nean?"

"Just that you' ve confirnmed what | said--you don't like this sort of
t hi ng.

"COf course | don't."

Cl ocker shrugged again. "There you go."
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Cslett glared at him Gesturing at the book, he said, "How can you |ike
that trash?"

"W exist in parallel universes," O ocker said.

"What ?"
"I'n yours, Johannes QGutenberg invented the pinball nachine."
"Who?"

"I'n yours, perhaps the npbst fanbus guy named Faul kner was a virtuoso on
the banjo."

Scow i ng, Cslett said, "None of this crap is making any sense to nme."

"There you go," O ocker said, and returned his attention to Kirk and
Spock in Love, or whatever the epic was titled.

Cslett wanted to kill him This time, in Karl C ocker's cryptic patter,
he detected a subtly expressed but deeply felt disrespect.

He wanted to snatch off the big man's stupid hat and set fire to it,
duck feather and all, grab the paperback out of his hands and tear it to
pi eces, and punp maybe a thousand rounds of holl ow point 9mm anmp into
himat extreme cl ose range.

Instead, he turned to the wi ndow to be soothed by the majesty of
mount ai n peaks and forests seen at a hundred and fifty mles an hour.

Above them clouds were noving in fromthe northwest. Plunp and gray,
they settled like fleets of dirigibles toward the nountain tops.

At 1:10 Tuesday afternoon, at an airfield outside of Mammoth Lakes, they
were nmet by a Network representative naned Al ec Spicer. He was waiting
on the bl acktop near the concrete-block and corrugated steel hangar
where they set down.

Though he knew their real names and was, therefore, at |least of a rank
equal to Peter Waxhill's, he was not as inpeccably attired, suave, or
wel | - spoken as that gentleman who had briefed them over breakfast. And
unli ke the rmuscular JimLomar at John Wayne Airport * in O ange

County last night, he let themcarry their own |uggage to the green Ford
Expl orer that stood at their disposal in the parking area behind the
hangar .

Spi cer was about fifty years old, five feet ten, a hundred and sixty
pounds, with brush-cut iron-gray hair. H's face was all hard pl anes,
and his eyes were hidden behi nd sungl asses even though the sky was
overcast. He wore conbat boots, khaki slacks, khaki shirt, and a
battered |l eather flight jacket w th nunerous zippered pockets. His
erect posture, disciplined manner, and cli pped speech pegged himfor a
retired--perhaps cashiered--arny officer who was unwilling to change the
attitudes, habits, or wardrobe of a military careerist.

"You' re not dressed properly for Manmmot h," Spicer said sharply as they
wal ked to the Explorer, his breath streaming fromhis mouth in white
pl unes.

"I didn't realize it would be quite so cold here," GCslett said,
shudderi ng uncontrol | ably.

"Sierra Nevadas," Spicer said. "Al npst eight thousand feet above sea
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| evel where we stand. Decenber. Can't expect palmtrees, hula skirts,
and pin colds."

"I knew it would be cold, just not this cold.”

"You'll freeze your ass off," Spicer said curtly.

"This jacket's warm" Oslett said defensively. "It's cashnere."

"Good for you," Spicer said.

He rai sed the hatch on the back of the Explorer and stood aside to |et
themload their luggage into the cargo space

Spi cer got behind the wheel. GOslett sat up front. |In the back seat,
Cl ocker resumed readi ng The Flatulent Ferocity from Ganymede.

Driving awmay fromthe airfield into town, Spicer was silent for a while.
Then, "Expecting our first snow of the season | ater today."

"Wnter's ny favorite time of the year," GCslett said.

"Mght not like it so nuch with snow up to your ass and those nice
oxfords turning hard as a Dutchman's wooden shoes."

"Do you know who | an®?" GOCslett asked inpatiently.

"Yes, sir," Spicer said, clipping his words even nore than usual but
inclining his head slightly in a subtle acknow edgnent of his inferior
posi tion.

"CGood," Cslett said.
In places, tall evergreens crowded both sides of the roadway.

Many of the notels, restaurants, and roadsi de bars boasted ersatz al pine
architecture, and in sone cases their nanes incorporated words that
called to mind i mages from novies as diverse as The Sound of Misic and
Clint Eastwood vehicles, Bavarian this, Swiss that, Ei ger, Mutterhorn,
Geneva, Hof brau

Cslett said, "Were's the Stillwater house?"
"W're going to your notel."

"l understood there was a surveillance unit staking out the Still water
house, " GCsl ett persisted.

"Yes, sir. Across the street in a van with tinted w ndows."
"I want to join them"

"Not a good idea. This is a snall town. Not even five thousand peopl e,
when you don't count tourists. Lot of people going in and out of a
parked van on a residential street--that's going to draw unwanted
attention."

"Then what do you suggest?"

"Phone the surveillance team |et them know where to reach you. Then
wait at the notel. The minute Martin Stillwater calls his folks or
shows up at their door--you'll be notified."

"He hasn't called themyet?"
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"Their phone's rung several tines in the past few hours, but they aren't
hone to answer it, so we don't knowif it's their son or not."

Cslett was incredulous. "They don't have an answering nachi ne?"
"Pace of life up here doesn't exactly require one."
"Amazing. Well, if they're not at hone, where are they?"

"They went shopping this norning, and not |ong ago they stopped for a
|late lunch at a restaurant out on Route 203. They should be hone in
anot her hour or so."

"They' re being foll owed?"
"Of course.”

In anticipation of the predicted storm skiers were already arriving in
town with | oaded ski racks on their cars. GCslett saw a bunper sticker
that read Mv LIFE IS ALL DOANHI LL--AND LOVE I T

As they stopped at a red traffic |light behind a station wagon that
seened to be stuffed full of enough young bl ond wonen in ski sweaters to
popul ate half a dozen beer or |ip-bal mconmercials, Spicer said, "Hear
about the hooker in Kansas City?"

"Strangled,” Oslett said. "But there's no proof our boy did it, even if
someone resenbling himdid | eave that |ounge with her."

"Then you don't know the latest. Spermsanple arrived in New York.
Been studied. It's our boy."

"They're sure?"

"Positive."

The tops of the nountains were disappearing into the |owering sky. The
col or of the clouds had deepened fromthe shade of abraded steel to a
mottl ed ash-gray and ci nder - bl ack.

Cslett's nood grew darker as well.
The traffic signal changed to green

Fol I owi ng the car full of blondes through the intersection, Al ec Spicer
said, "So he's fully capable of having sex."

"But he was engi neered to be . Cslett couldn't even finish the
sentence. He no longer had any faith in the work of the genetic
engi neers.

"So far," Spicer said, "through police contacts, the hone office has
conpiled a list of fifteen hom cides involving sexual assault that n ght
be attributable to our boy. Unsolved cases. Young and attractive
women. In cities he visited, at the tinmes he was there.

Simlar MO

in every case, including extrene violence after the victimwas knocked
unconsci ous, sonetimes with a blow to the head but generally with a
punch in the face . . . evidently to ensure silence during the actua
killing."
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"Fifteen," Oslett said nunbly.

"Maybe nore. Maybe a lot nore." Spicer glanced away fromthe road and
| ooked at GCslett. H's eyes were not only unreadabl e but entirely hidden
behind the heavily tinted sunglasses. "And we better hope to God he
killed every wonan he screwed."

"What do you nean?"
Looki ng at the road again, Spicer said, "He's got a high sperm count.
And the spermare active. He's fertile."

Though he couldn't have admitted it to himself until Spicer had said it
al oud, GCslett had been aware this bad news was comi ng.

"You know what this means?" Spicer asked.

From the back seat, O ocker said, "The first operative Al pha generation
human clone is a renegade, nutating in ways we night not understand, and
capabl e of infecting the human gene pool with genetic material that
could spawn a new and thoroughly hostile race of nearly invul nerable
super beings."

For a nmonent Gslett thought O ocker had read a |line fromhis current
Star Trek novel, then realized that he had succinctly sumred up the
nature of the crisis.

Spicer said, "If our boy didn't waste every binbo he took a tunble with,
if he made a few babies and for some reason they weren't aborted--even
one baby--we're in deep shit. Not just the three of us, not just the
Net wor k, but the entire human race.”

Headi ng north through the Omvens Valley, with the Inyo Mountains to the
east and the towering Sierra Nevadas to the west, Marty found that the
cel lular phone would not always function as intended because the
dramati c topography interfered with microwave transm ssions. And on
those occasi ons when he was able to place a call to his parents' house
in Mammot h, their phone rang and rang wi thout bei ng answered.

After sixteen rings, he pushed the END button, term nating the call, and
said, "Still not hone."

Hi s dad was sixty-six, his momsixty-five. They had been schoo
teachers, and both had retired last year. They were still young by
modern standards, healthy and vigorous, in love with life, so it was no
surprise they were out and about rather than spending the day at hone in
a couple of arnthairs, watching tel evision gane shows and soap operas.

"How long are we staying with Grandna and G andpa?" Charlotte asked

fromthe back seat. "Long enough for her to teach ne to play the guitar
as good as she does? |I'mgetting pretty good on the piano, but | think
I'"d like the guitar, too, and if I'"mgoing to be a fanobus nusici an,
which I think I mght be interested in being--1"mstill keeping ny

options open--then it would be a ot easier to take my nusic with ne
everywhere, since you can't exactly carry a piano around on your back."

"W aren't staying with Gandma and Grandpa," Marty said. "In fact, we
aren't even stopping there."

Charlotte and Enmily groaned wi th di sappoi nt nent.
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Pai ge said, "W might visit themlater, in a few days. W'IlIl see
Ri ght now we're going to the cabin."
"Yeah!" Emly said, and
"All right!" Charlotte said.
Marty heard them snmack their hands together in a high-five.

The cabin, which his nmom and dad had owned since Marty was a boy, was
nestled in the nountains a few mles outside of Marmoth Lakes, between
the town and the | akes thensel ves, not far fromthe even smaller
settlenent of Lake Mary. It was a charmng place, on which his father
had done extensive work over the years, sheltered by hundred-foot pines
and firs. To the girls, who had been raised in the suburban naze of
Orange County, the cabin was as special as any enchanted cottage in a
fairy tale.

Marty needed a few days to think before making any deci sions about what
to do next. He wanted to study the news and see how the story about him
continued to be played, in the nedia's handling of it, he m ght be able
to assess the power if not the identity of his true enenies, who
certainly were not limted to the eerie and deranged | ook-ali ke who had

i nvaded their hone.

They could not stay at his parents' house. It was too accessible to
reporters if the story continued to snowball. It was accessible, as
well, to the unknown conspirators behind the | ook-alike, who had seen to

it that a small news item about an assault had gotten major medi a
coverage, painting himas a man of doubtful stability.

Besi des, he didn't want to put his nomand dad at risk by taking shelter
with them |In fact, when he nanaged to get a call through, he was going
to insist they imrediately pack up their notorhome and get out of
Mamot h Lakes for a few weeks, a nonth, maybe | onger.

Wil e they were traveling, changing canpgrounds every night or two, no
one could try to get at himthrough them

Since the attenpted contact at the bank in Mssion Viejo, Marty had been
subjected to no nore of The Other's probes. He was hopeful that the
hast e and deci siveness with which they'd fled north had bought them
safety. Even clairvoyance or tel epathy--or whatever the hell it
was--must have its limts. Oherw se, they were not nerely up against a
fantastic mental power but flat-out magic, while Marty could be driven,
by experience, to credit the possibility of psychic ability, he sinply
could not believe in magic. Having put hundreds of miles between
thensel ves and The Other, they were nost |ikely beyond the range of his
questing sixth sense. The nountains, which periodically interfered with
the operation of the cellular tel ephone, mght further insulate them
fromtel epathic detection

Perhaps it woul d have been safer to stay away from Mammpth Lakes and
hide out in a town to which he had no connecti ons.

However, he opted for the cabin because even those who night target his
parents' house as a possible refuge for himwould not be aware of the
mountain retreat and woul d be unlikely to learn of it casually.

Besi des, two of his forner high school buddi es had been Manmmot h County
deputy sheriffs for a decade, and the cabin was close to the town in
whi ch he had been rai sed and where he was still well known. As a
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homet own boy who had never been a hell-raiser in his youth, he could
expect to be taken seriously by the authorities and given greater
protection if The O her did try to contact him again.

n a strange place, however, he would be an outsider and regarded with
nmore suspi cion even than Detective Cyrus Lowbock had exhi bited.

Around Manmmoth Lakes, if worse cane to worst, he would not feel so
i solated and alienated as he was certain to be virtually anywhere el se.

"M ght be bad weat her ahead," Pai ge said.

The sky was largely blue to the east, but masses of dark clouds were
surgi ng across the peaks and through the passes of the Sierra Nevadas to
t he west.

"Better stop at a service station in Bishop," Marty said, "find out if
the H ghway Patrol's requiring chains to go up into Mammoth. "

Maybe he shoul d have wel coned a heavy snowfall. It would further

i solate the cabin and make them | ess accessi ble to whatever enenies were
hunting them But he felt only uneasiness at the prospect of a storm

If luck was not with them the nonent might conme when they needed to get
out of Manmoth Lakes in a hurry. Roads * drifted shut by a blizzard
coul d cause a delay | ong enough to be the death of them

Charlotte and Enmily wanted to play Look Who's the Monkey Now, a word
game Marty had invented a couple of years ago to entertain themon |ong
car trips. They had already played twi ce since | eaving M ssion Viejo.

Pai ge declined to join them pleading the need to focus her attention on
driving, and Marty ended up being the nonkey nore frequently than usua
because he was distracted by worry.

The hi gher reaches of the Sierras disappeared in nmist. The clouds
bl ackened steadily, as if the fires of the hidden sun were burning to
extinction and | eaving only charry ruin in the heavens.

The notel owners referred to their establishnent as a | odge. The
bui | di ngs were enbraced by the boughs of hundred-foot Douglas firs,
smal | er pines, and tamaracks. The design was studiedly rustic.

The rooms couldn't conpare with those at the Ritz-Carlton, of course,
and the interior designer's attenpt to call to nmind Bavaria with
knotty-pi ne paneling and chunky wood-frame furniture was jejune, but
Drew Csl ett found the acconmpdati ons pl easant nonethel ess. A sizable
stone fireplace, in which logs and starter nmaterial already had been
arranged, was especially appealing, within mnutes of their arrival, a
fire was bl azing.

Al ec Spicer tel ephoned the surveillance team stationed in a van across
the street fromthe Stillwater house. In |anguage every bit as cryptic
as sonme of Cocker's statenments, he informed themthat Alfie's handlers
were now in town and coul d be reached at the notel

"Not hi ng new," Spicer said when he hung up the phone. "Jimand Alice
Stillwater aren't hone yet. The son and his fam |y haven't shown up,
either, and there's no sign of our boy, of course.”

Spi cer turned on every light in the roomand opened the drapes because
he was still wearing his sunglasses, though he had taken off his |eather
flight jacket. Oslett suspected that Al ec Spicer didn't renove his
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shades to have sex--and perhaps not even when he went to bed at night.

The three of themsettled into swiveling barrel chairs around a
herri ngbone-pine dinette table off the conpact kitchenette. The nearby
mul 1'i oned wi ndow offered a view of the wooded sl ope behind the notel.

From a bl ack | eather briefcase, Spicer produced several itens Gslett and
Cl ocker would need to stage the nmurders of the Stillwater famly in the
fashion that the home office desired.

"Two coils of braided wire," he said, putting a pair of plastic wapped
spools on the table. "Bind the daughters' wists and ankles with it.

Not | oosely. Tight enough to hurt. That's howit was in the Maryland
case."

"All right," Gslett said.

"Don't cut the wire," Spicer instructed. "After binding the wists, run
the sane strand to the ankles. One spool for each girl. That's also
i ke Maryl and."

The next article produced fromthe briefcase was a pistol.

"It's a SIGnine-nmllineter," Spicer said. "Designed by the Sw ss naker
but actually manufactured by Suer in Germany. A very good piece."

Accepting the SIG GCslett said, "This is what we do the wife and Kids
wi t h?"

Spi cer nodded. "Then Stillwater hinself."

Cslett famliarized hinmself with the gun while Spicer withdrew a box of
9mm ammunition fromthe briefcase. "lIs this the sane weapon the father
used in Maryl and?"

"Exactly," Spicer said. "Records will show it was bought by Martin
Stillwater three weeks ago at the sane gun shop where he's purchased
ot her weapons. There's a clerk who's been paid to renemher selling it
to him"

"Very nice."

"The box this gun came in and the sal es recei pt have al ready been
pl anted in the back of one of the desk drawers in Stillwater's hone
office, dowmn in the house in Mssion Viejo."

Smiling, filled with genuine adniration, beginning to believe they were
going to sal vage the Network, GCslett said, "Superb attention to detail."

"Al ways, " Spicer said.

The Machi avel lian conplexity of the plan delighted GCslett the way Wle
E. Coyote's el aborate schenes in Road Runner cartoons had thrilled him
as a child--except that, in this case, the coyotes were the inevitable
wi nners. He glanced at Karl C ocker, expecting himto be |ikew se
enthral | ed.

The Trekker was cleaning under his fingernails with the blade of a
penkni fe. Hi s expression was sonber. Fromevery indication, his mnd
was at |east four parsecs and two di mensions from Mammot h Lakes,

Cal i f orni a.
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Fromthe briefcase, Spicer produced a Ziploc plastic bag that contained
a folded sheet of paper. "This is a suicide note. Forged.

But so well done, any graphol ogi st would be convinced it was witten in
Stillwater's own hand."

"What's it say?" Oslett asked.

Quoting from nmenory, Spicer said,"
"There's a worm  Burrow ng i nside.

Al'l of us contam nated. Ensl| aved. Parasites w thin.

Can't live this way. Can't live."

"That's fromthe Maryl and case?" Oslett asked.
“"Word for word."

"The guy was creepy."

"Whn't argue with you on that."

"W | eave it by the body?"

"Yeah. Handle it only with gloves. And press Stillwater's fingers al
over it after you've killed him The paper's got a hard, snooth finish
Shoul d take prints well."

Spi cer reached into the briefcase once nmore and withdrew an ot her Ziploc
bag containing a black pen

"Pentel Rolling Witer," Spicer said. "Taken froma box of themin a
drawer of Stillwater's desk."

"This is what the suicide note was witten wth?"

"Yeah. Leave it sonewhere in the vicinity of his body, with the cap
off" Smling, Cslett reviewed the array of itens on the table. "This is
really going to be fun."

Wiile they waited for an alert fromthe surveillance teamthat was
staking out the elder Stillwater's house, Oslett risked a walk to a ski
shop in a cluster of stores and restaurants across the street fromthe
motel. The air seened to have grown nore bitter in the short tinme they
had been in the room and the sky | ooked bruised.

The nerchandise in the shop was first-rate. He was quickly able to
outfit hinself in well-nmade thernmal underwear inported from Sweden and a
bl ack Hard Corps Gore-Tex/ Thernolite stormsuit. The suit had a
reflective silver lining, foldaway hood, anatonically shaped knees,
bal l'i stic nylon scuff guards, insulated snowcuffs with rubber ired
strippers, and enough pockets to satisfy a nagician. Over this he wore
a purple US. Freestyle Teamvest with Thernol oft insulation, reflective
lining, elasticized gussets, and reinforced shoul ders.

He bought gl oves too--ltalian |eather and nylon, alnost as flexible as a
second skin. He considered buying high-quality goggles but decided to
settle for a good pair of sunglasses, since he wasn't actually intending
to hit the slopes. H s awmesone ski boots | ooked |ike something a robot
Term nator would wear to kick his way through concrete block walls.

He felt incredibly tough
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As it was necessary to try on every itemof clothing, he used the
opportunity to change out of the clothes in which he'd entered the shop
The clerk obligingly folded the garnents into a shopping bag, which
Cslett carried with himwhen he set out on the return walk to the note
in his new gear.

By the minute, he was nore optimstic about their prospects.
Nothing lifted the spirits |like a shopping spree.

When he returned to the room though he had been gone half an hour,
there had been no news.

Spicer was sitting in an arncthair, still wearing sunglasses, watching a
talk show. A heavyset black woman with big hair was interview ng four
mal e cross-dressers who had attenpted to enlist, as wonen, in the United
States Marine Corps, and had been rejected, though they seened to
believe the President intended to intervene on their behal f.

Cl ocker, of course, was sitting at the table by the window, in the fal
of silvery pre-stormlight, reading Huckl ebery Kirk and the Qozi ng
Whores of Al pha Centauri, or whatever the damm book was called. His
only concession to the Sierra weather had been to change froma

harl equi n-pattern sweater-vest into a fully sl eeved cashnere sweater in
a stomach-curdl i ng shade of orange

Cslett carried the black briefcase into one of the two bedroons that
flanked the living room He enptied the contents on one of the
queen-si ze beds, sat cross-legged on the mattress, took off his new
sungl asses, and exam ned the clever props that would ensure Martin
Stillwater's postnortem conviction of nultiple murder and suicide.

He had a nunber of problens to work out, including howto kill all these
people with the | east anount of noise. He wasn't concerned about the
gunfire, which could be nuffled one way or another. It was the
screamng that worried him Depending on where the hit went down, there
m ght be neighbors. |If alerted, neighbors would call the police.

After a couple of minutes, he put on his sunglasses and went out to the
living room He interrupted Spicer's television view ng, "W waste
them then what police agency's going to be dealing with it?"

"If it happens here,"
Sheriff's Departnent."”

Spi cer said, "probably the Mammoth County

"Do we have a friend there?"

"Not now, but I'msure we could have."

" Cor oner ?"

"Qut here in the boondocks--probably just a | ocal nortician."
"No special forensic skills?"

Spicer said, "He'll know a bullet hole froman asshole, but that's about
it."

"So if we termnated the wife and Stillwater first, nobody's going to be
sophi sticated enough to detect the order of honicides?"

"Big-city forensic |l ab would have a hard time doing that if the
di fference was, say, |less than an hour."
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Cslett said, "What I'mthinkingis . . . if we try to deal with the
kids first, we'll have a problemw th Stillwater and his wife."
" How so?"

"Either C ocker or | can cover the parents while the other one takes the
kids into a different room But stripping the girls, wiring their hands

and ankles--it'll take ten, fifteen mnutes to do right, like in
Maryl and. Even with one of us covering Stillwater and his wife with a
gun, they aren't going to sit still for that. They'll both rush ne or

Cl ocker, whoever's guarding them and together they m ght get the upper
hand. "

"l doubt it," Spicer said.

"How can you be sure?"

"Peopl e are gutl ess these days."
"Stillwater fought off Afie.”

"True," Spicer adnmitted.

"When she was sixteen, the wife found her father and nother dead. The
old man killed the mother, then hinself--" Spicer smled. "N ce tie-in
with our scenario."

Cslett hadn't thought about that. "Good point. M ght also explain why
Stillwater couldn't wite the novel based on the case in Maryl and.

Anyway, three nonths |ater she petitioned the court to free her from her
guardi an and declare her a |legal adult."

"Tough bitch."

"The court agreed. It granted her petition."

"So bl ow away the parents first," Spicer advised, shifting in the
arnchair as if his butt had begun to go nunb.

"That's what we'll do," Oslett agreed.
Spicer said, "This is fucking crazy."

For a nonent Gslett thought Spicer was commenting on their plans for the
Stillwaters. But he was referring to the television program to which
his attention drifted again.

On the talk show, the host with big hair had ushered off the
cross-dressers and introduced a new group of guests. There were four
angry-| ooki ng wonen seated on the stage. Al of them were wearing
strange hats.

As Cslett left the room he saw C ocker out of the corner of his eye

The Trekker was still at the table by the window, riveted by the book,
but Cslett refused to let the big man spoil his nood.

In the bedroom he sat on the bed again, amidst his toys, took off his
sungl asses, and happily enacted and re-enacted the homcides in his
m nd, planning for every contingency.
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Qut side, the wind picked up. It sounded |ike wol ves.

He stops at a service station to ask directions to the address he
renenbers fromthe Rol odex card. The young attendant is able to help
hi m

By 2,10 he enters the neighborhood in which he was evidently raised.

The lots are large with numerous w nter-bare birches and a wide variety
of evergreens.

H s nom and dad's house is in the nmiddl e of the block. 1t's a nodest,
two-story, white clapboard structure with forest-green shutters. The
deep front porch has heavy white balusters, a green hand rail, and
decoratively scall oped fasciae al ong the eaves.

The place | ooks warm and welconming. It is |ike a house in an old novie.
Jimy Stewart night live here. You know at a glance that a | oving
famly resides within, decent people with nuch to share, much to give

He cannot remenber anything in the block, |east of all the house in
whi ch he apparently spent his childhood and adol escence. 1t mght as
well be the residence of utter strangers in a town which he has never
seen until this very day.

He is infuriated by the extent to which he has been brai nwashed and
relieved of precious nenories. The lost years haunt him The total
separation fromthose he loves is so cruel and devastating that he finds
hi nsel f on the verge of tears

However, he suppresses his anger and grief. He cannot afford to be
enotional while his situation remains precarious.

The only thing he does recognize in the nei ghborhood is a van parked
across the street fromhis parents' house. He has never seen ..

this particular van, but he knows the type. The sight of it alarns him

It is a recreational vehicle. Candy-apple red. An extended wheel base
provides a roomier interior. Oval canper dome on the roof.

Large mud flaps with chrome letters, FUN TRUCK. The rear bunper is
papered w th overl appi ng rectangul ar, round, and triangul ar stickers
menorializing visits to Yosenite National Park, Yellowstone, the an nul
Cal gary Rodeo, Las Vegas, Boul der Dam and other tourist attractions.
Decorative, parallel green and bl ack stripes undul ate al ong the side,
interrupted by a pair of mrrored view w ndows.

Perhaps the van is only what it appears to be, but at first sight he's
convinced it's a surveillance post. For one thing, it seens too
aggressi 2Jely recreational, flanboyant. Wth his training in
surveil |l ance techni ques, he knows that sometines such vans seek to
declare their harnl essness by calling attention to thensel ves, because
potential subjects of surveillance expect a stakeout vehicle to be

di screet and woul d never inmagine they were being watched from say, a
circus wagon. Then there's the matter of the mrrored wi ndows on the
side, which allow the people within to see without being seen, providing
privacy that any vacationer mght prefer but that is also ideal for
under cover operatives.

He does not slow as he approaches his parents' house, and he
strives to show no interest in either the residence or the candy-apple
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red van. Scratching his forehead with his right hand, he al so nanages
to cover his face as he passes those reflective view w ndows.

The occupants of the van, if any, must be enployed by the , unknown
peopl e who mani pul ated himso ruthlessly until Kansas , City. They are
alink to his nysterious superiors. He is as interested in themas in
re-establishing contact with his bel oved nother and fat her.

Two bl ocks later, he turns right at the corner and heads back toward a
shoppi ng area near the center of town, where earlier he passed a
sporting-goods store. Lacking a firearmand, in any event, unable to
buy one with a silencer, he needs to obtain a couple of sinple weapons.

Hewal ks to the door of the house in front of which both vehicles are
parked. The flowers are not neant for anyone at this address. He hopes
no one is hone. |If soneone answers the door, he will pretend to

di scover that he has the wrong house, so he can return to the street
with the arrangenent still held in front of him

He is in luck. No one responds to the doorbell. He rings it severa
times and, through body | anguage, exhibits inpatience.

He turns away fromthe door. He follows the front walk to the street.

Looki ng through the spray of flowers and greenery that he holds in front
of hinself, he sees this side of the red van also sports two mirrored

wi ndows on the rear conpartnment. Considering how deserted and quiet the
street is, he knows they are watching him for want of anything better
to do.

That's okay. He's just a florist's frustrated deliveryman. They will
see no reason to fear him Better that they watch him disniss him and
turn their attention again to the white cl apboard house.

He angl es past the side of the surveillance vehicle. However, instead
of follow ng the cracked and hoved sidewal k to the back of the florist's
van, he steps off the curb in front of it and behind the red "fun
truck. "

There is a snmaller mrrored porthole in the back door of the

surveillance vehicle, and in case they are still watching, he fakes an
accident. He stunbles, lets the arrangenent slip out of his hands, and
sputters in anger as it smashes to ruin on the blacktop. "Oh, shit!

Son of a bitch. Ni ce, real nice. Damm it, damm it, dam it."

Even as the expletives are flying fromhim he's dropping bel ow the rear
porthole and pulling the can of deicing chem cal out of his jacket
pocket. Wth his left hand, he grasps the door handl e.

If the door is |ocked, he will have revealed his intentions by the
attenpt to open it. Failing, he will be in deep troubl e because they
wi |l probably have guns.

They have no reason to expect an attack, however, and he assunes the
door will be unlocked. He assumes correctly. The |ever handl e noves
snoot hl y.

He does not check to see if anyone has cone out on the street and is
wat ching him Looki ng over his shoul der would only nmake hi m appear nore
suspi ci ous.

He jerks the door open. danbering up into the conparatively dark
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interior of the van, before he is sure anyone's inside, he jams his
i ndex finger down on the nozzle of the aerosol can, sweeping it back and
forth.

A lot of electronic equipment fills the vehicle. Dimy lit contro
boards. Two swivel chairs bolted to the floor. Two nmen on the
surveil l ance team

The nearest man appears to have gotten out of his chair and turned to
the rear door a split second ago, intending to | ook through the
porthole. He is startled as it flies open

The thick stream of deicing chenical splashes across his face, blinding
him He inhales it, burning his throat, lungs. H s breath is choked
of f before he can cry out.

Bl ur of notion now. Like a machine. Progranmed. In high gear.

lce axe. Freed fromhis wai stband. Snooth, powerful arc. Swuing with
great force. To the right tenple. A crunch. The guy drops hard.

Jerk the weapon | oose.

Second man. Second chair. Waring earphones. Sitting at a bank of
equi prent behind the cab, his back to the door. Headset muffles his
partner's wheezing. Senses commotion. Feels the van rock when first
operative goes down. Sw vels around. Surprised, reaching too late for
gun in shoul der holster. Makeshift Mace showers his face.

Move, nove, confront, challenge, grapple, and prevail

First man on the floor, spasmng helplessly. Step on him over him
keep novi ng, nmoving, a blur, straight at the second nman.

Axe. Again. Axe. Axe.

Silence. Stillness.

The body on the floor is no | onger spasm ng.

That went nicely. No screans, no shouts, no gunfire

He knows he is a hero, and the hero always wins. Nevertheless, it's a
relief when triunph is achieved rather than just anticipated.

He is nore rel axed than he has been all day.

Returning to the rear door, he | eans out and | ooks around the street.
No one is in sight. Everything is quiet.

He pulls the door shut, drops the ice axe on the floor, and regards the

dead men with gratitude. He feels so close to them because of what they
have shared. "Thank you," he says tenderly.

He searches both bodies. Although they have identification in their
wal | ets, he assunes it's phony. He finds nothing of interest except
seventy-six dollars in cash, which he takes.

A qui ck exanmi nation of the van turns up no files, notebooks, meno pads,
or other papers that might identify the organization that owns the
vehicle. They run a tight, clean operation

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (235 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:35 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

A shoul der hol ster and revol ver hang fromthe back of the chair in which
the first operative had been sitting. It's a Snith & Wesson . 38

Chi ef ' s Speci al .

He strips out of his varsity jacket, puts on the hol ster over his
cranberry sweater, adjusts it until he is confortable, and dons the
jacket once nore. He draws the revol ver and breaks open the cylinder

Case heads gleam Fully |oaded. He snaps the cylinder shut and
hol sters the weapon agai n.

The dead nman on the floor has a | eather pouch on his belt. It contains
two speedl| oaders.

He takes this and affixes it to his own belt, which gives himnore
ammuni ti on than he should need nerely to deal with the false father.

However, his facel ess superiors seemto have caught up with him and he
cannot guess what troubl es he nay encounter before he has regained his
nane, his famly, and the life stolen fromhim

The second dead man, slunped in his chair, chin on his chest, never
managed to draw the gun he was reaching for. It remains in the hol ster.

He renoves it. Another Chief's Special. Because of the short barrel,
it fits in the relatively roony pocket of the varsity jacket.

Acutely aware that he is running out of tine, he |eaves the van and
cl oses the door behind him

The first snowf|l akes of the stormspiral out of the northwest sky on a
chill breeze. They are few in nunber, at first, but |large and | acy.

As he crosses the street toward the white cl apboard house with green
shutters, he sticks out his tongue to catch some of the fl akes.

He probably had done the same thing when, as a boy living on this
street, he had delighted in the first snow of the season

He has no nenories of snowren, snowball battles with other kids, or

sl eddi ng. Though he rmust have done those things, they have been
expunged along with so much el se, and he has been denied the sweet joy
of nostalgic recollection.

A flagstone wal kway traverses the winter-brown front | awn.
He clinbs three steps and crosses the deep porch

At the door, he is paralyzed by fear. Hi s past lies on the other side
of this threshold. The future as well. Since his sudden self-awareness
and desperate break for freedom he has conme so far.

This may be the nost inportant nonment of his canpaign for justice. The
turning point. Parents can be staunch allies in tinmes of trouble.

Their faith.

Their trust. Their undying love. He is afraid he will do sonething, on
the brink of success, to alienate them and destroy his chances for
regaining his life. So nmuch is at stake if he dares to ring the bell.

Daunted, he turns to ook at the street and is enchanted by the scene,
for snowis falling nmuch faster than when he approached the house. The
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flakes are still huge and fluffy, millions of them whirling in the mld
northwest wind. They are so intensely white that they seem | uni nous,
each lacy crystalline formfilled with a soft inner light, and the day
is no longer dreary. The world is so silent and serene two qualities
rare in his experience--that it no longer seens quite real, either, as

if he has been transported by sonme magic spell into one of those glass
gl obes that contain a diorama of a quaint winter scene and that will
fill with an eternal flaky torrent as long as it is periodically shaken

That fantasy is appealing. A part of himyearns for the stasis of a
wor | d under gl ass, a benign prison, tinmeless and unchangi ng, at peace,
clean, without fear and struggle, w thout |oss, where the heart is never
troubl ed.

Beautiful, beautiful, the falling snow, whitening the sky before the
| and bel ow, an effervescence in the air. 1It's so lovely, touches him so
profoundly, that tears brimin his eyes.

He is keenly sensitive. Sometimes the nost nundane experiences are so
poignant. Sensitivity can be a curse in an abrasive worl d.

Sunmoni ng all his courage, he turns again to the house. He rings the
bell, waits only a few seconds, and rings it again.

H s nother opens the door

He has no nenory of her, but he knows intuitively that this is the woman
who gave himlife. Her face is slightly plunp, relatively unlined for
her age, and the very essence of kindness. Hi s features are an echo of
hers. She has the sane shade of blue eyes that he sees when he | ooks
into a mrror, though her eyes seem to him to be wi ndows on a soul far
purer than his own.

"Marty!" she says with surprise and a quick warmsnile, opening her
arns to him

Touched by her instant acceptance, he crosses the threshold, into her
enbrace, and holds fast to her as if to let go would be to drown.

"Honey, what is it? What's wong?" she asks.

Only then does he realize that he is sobbing. He is so noved by her
| ove, so grateful to have found a place where he bel ongs and is wel cone,
that he cannot control his enotions.

He presses his face into her white hair, which snells faintly of
shanpoo. She seens so warm warner than other people, and he wonders if
that is how a nother always feels.

She calls to his father, "Jim Jim cone here quick!"

He tries to speak, tries to tell her that he | oves her, but his voice
breaks before he can forma single word.

Then his father appears in the hallway, hurrying toward them

Distorting tears can't prevent his recognition of his dad. They
resenbl e each other to a greater extent than do he and his nother.

"Marty, son, what's happened?”

He trades one enbrace for the other, inexpressibly thankful for his
father's open arns, lonely no nore, living nowin a world under gl ass,
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appreci ated and | oved, |oved.

"WWhere's Paige?" his nother asks, |ooking through the open door into
the snowfilled day. "Were are the girls?"

"W were having lunch at the diner," his father says, "and Janey
Torreson said you were on the news, sonething about you shot soneone but
maybe it's a hoax. Didn't make any sense."

He is still choked with enmotion, unable to reply.

H s father says, "W tried to call you as soon as we wal ked in the door,
but we got the answering nmachine, so | left a nessage."

Again his nother asks about Paige, Charlotte, Emly.

He must gain control of hinself because the false father m ght arrive at
any minute. "Mm Dad, we're in bad trouble," he tells them

"You've got to help us, please, ny God, you' ve got to help."

Hi s nother closes the door on the cold Decenber air, and they |ead him
into the living room one on each side of him surrounding himwth
their love, touching him their faces filled with concern and
conpassion. He is hone. He is finally hone.

He does not renmenber the living roomany nore than he renenbers his

nmot her, his father, or the snows of his youth. The pegged-oak floor is
nmore than half covered by a Persian-style carpet in shades of peach and
green. The furniture is upholstered in a teal fabric, and visible wood
is a dark red-brown cherry. On the mantel, flanked by a pair of vases
on which are depicted Chinese tenple scenes, a clock ticks solemly.

As she leads himto the sofa, his nother says, "Honey, whose jacket are
you wearing?"

"M ne," he says.
"But that's the new style varsity jacket."
"Are Paige and the kids all right?" Dad asks.

"Yes, they're okay, they haven't been hurt," he says.

Fi ngering the jacket, his nother says, "The school only adopted this
style two years ago."

"It's mne," he repeats. He takes off the baseball cap before she can
notice that it is slightly too large for him

On one wall is an arrangenent of photographs of him Paige, Charlotte,
and Emly at different ages. He averts his eyes fromthat gallery, for
it affects himtoo deeply and threatens to wing nore tears fromhim

He must recover and naintain control of his enptions in order to convey
the essentials of this conplex and mysterious situation to his parents.

The three of themhave little tine to devise a plan of action before the
i mposter arrives.

Hi s nother sits beside himon the sofa. She holds his right hand in
bot h of hers, squeezing gently, encouragingly.

j - To his left, his father perches on the edge of an arnthair, |eaning
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forward, attentive, frowning with worry.
He has so nuch to tell them and does not know where to begin.

He hesitates. For a nonent he is afraid he'll never find the right
first word, fall nmute, oppressed by a psychol ogi cal bl ock even worse
than the one that afflicted himwhen he sat at the conputer in his
office and attenpted to wite the first sentence of a new novel

When he suddenly begins to talk, however, the words gush from him as
stormwaters mght explode through a bursting barricade. "A nan,
there's a man, he looks like ne, exactly like me, even | can't see any
difference, and he's stolen ny life. Paige and the girls think he's ne,
but he's not nme, | don't know who he is or how he fools Paige.

He took ny menories, left ne with nothing, and | just don't know how,
don't know how, how he managed to steal so nuch fromne and | eave ne so

enpty. "

Hi s father appears startled, and well mght he be startled by these
terrifying revelations. But there's sonething wong with Dad's
startlement, sonme subtle quality that eludes definition

Mom s hands tighten on his right hand in a way that seens nore reflexive
than conscious. He dares not | ook at her

He hurries on, aware that they are confused, eager to make them
understand. "Talks like nme, noves and stands |ike ne, seens to be ne,
so |'ve thought hard about it, trying to understand who he coul d be,
where he coul d've conme from and | keep going back to the sane

expl anation, even if it seens incredible, but it nmust be like in the
movi es, you know, like with Kevin McCarthy, or Donald Sutherland in the
remake, |nvasion of the Body Snatchers, some thing not human, not of
this world, sonething that can initate us perfectly and bl eed away our
menori es, become us, except sone how he failed to kill me and get rid of
my body after he took what was in my mnd."

Br eat hl ess, he pauses.
For a nonent, neither of his parents speak

A | ook passes between them He does not l|ike that | ook. He does not
like it at all.

"Marty," Dad says, "maybe you better go back to the beginning, slow
down, tell us exactly what's happened, step by step."

"I"'mtrying to tell you," he says exasperatedly. "I knowit's
incredible, hard to believe, but | amtelling you, Dad."

"I want to help you, Marty. | want to believe. So just cal mdown, tel
me everything fromthe begi nning, give ne a chance to under stand."

"W don't have much tine. Don't you understand? Paige and the girls
are comng here with this . . . this creature, this inhuman thing.

I'"ve got to get themaway fromit. Wth your help I've got to kill it
sonehow and get ny famly back before it's too late."

H s nmother is pale, biting her lip. Her eyes blur with nascent tears.

Her hands have closed so tightly over his that she is al nbost hurting
him He dares to hope that she grasps the urgency and dire nature of
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the threat.

He says, "It'Il be all right, Mom Sonmehow we'll handle it. Together
we have a chance."

He gl ances at the front windows. He expects to see the BMNVarriving in
the snowy street, pulling into the driveway. Not yet.

They still have tinme, perhaps only m nutes, seconds, but tine.

Dad clears his throat and says, "Marty, | don't know what's happeni ng
here--"

"I told you what's happening!" he shouts. "Dam it, Dad, you don't
know what 1've been going through.” Tears well up again, and he
struggles to repress them "I've been in such pain, |I've been so
afraid, for as long as | can renenber, so afraid and alone and trying to
under st and. "

Hi s father reaches out, puts a hand on his knee. Dad is troubled but
not in a way that he should be. He isn't visibly angry that sonme alien
entity has stolen his son's life, isn't as frightened as he ought to be
by the news that an inhuman presence now wal ks the earth, passing for
human. Rather, he seens nerely worried and . . . sad.

There is an unm st akabl e and i nappropriate sadness in his face and
voice. "You're not alone, son. W're always here for you. Surely you
know that."

"We'll stand beside you,'
need. "

Mom says. "We'll get you whatever help you

"If Paige is coming, |like you say," his father adds, "we'll sit down

t oget her when she gets here, talk this out, try to understand what's
happeni ng. Their voices are vaguely patronizing, as if they are talking
to an intelligent and perceptive child but a child nonethel ess.

"Shut up! Just shut up!"™ He pulls his hand free of his nother's grasp
and | eaps up fromthe sofa, shaking with frustration.

The window. Falling snow. The street. No BMW But soon
He turns away fromthe wi ndow, faces his parents.

Hi s nmother sits on the edge of the sofa, her face buried in her hands,
shoul ders hunched, in a posture of grief or despair.

He needs to make them understand. He is consuned by that need and
frustrated by his inability to get even the fundanentals of the
situation across to them

H's father rises fromthe chair. Stands indecisively. Arns at his
sides. "Marty, you cane to us for help, and we want to hel p, God knows
we do, but we can't help if you won't let us."

Lowering her hands fromher face, with tears on her cheeks now, his
mot her says, "Please, Marty. Please."

"Everyone nmkes mi stakes now and then," his father says.

"If it's drugs," his nother says, through tears, speaking as nuch to his
father as to him "we can cope with that, honey, we can handle that, we
can find treatnent for that."
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H s gl ass-encased worl d--beautiful, peaceful, tineless--in which he's
been living during the precious mnutes since his nother opened her arns
to himat the front door, now abruptly fractures.

An ugly, jagged crack scars the snmooth curve of crystal. The sweet,

cl ean atnosphere of that paradi se escapes with a whoosh, admitting the
poi sonous air of the hateful world in which existence requires an
unendi ng struggl e agai nst hopel essness, |oneliness, rejection

"Don't do this to ne," he pleads. "Don't betray me. How can you do
this to ne? How can you turn against ne? | amyour child."
Frustration turns to anger. "Your only child." Anger turns to hatred.
"I need. | need. Can't you see?" He is trenbling with rage. "Don't

you care? Are you heartless? How can you be so awful to ne, so cruel ?
How could you let it cone to this?"

At a service station in Bishop, they stopped | ong enough to buy snhow
chains and to pay extra to have them buckled to the wheel s of the BWN

The California H ghway Patrol was recomrendi ng but not yet requiring
that all vehicles heading into the Sierra Nevadas be equi pped with
chai ns.

Rout e 395 becane a divided hi ghway west of Bishop, and in spite of the
dramatically rising elevation, they nade good tine past Rovanna and
Crow ey Lake, past McGee Creek and Convict Lake, exiting 395 onto Route
203 slightly south of Casa Di abl o Hot Spri ngs.

Casa Diablo. House of the Devil
The neani ng of the name had never inpinged upon Marty before.
Now everyt hi ng was an onen.

Snow began falling before they reached Manmot h Lakes.

The fat flakes were alnbst as | oosely woven as cheap lace. They fell in
such plenitude that it seemed nore than half the volune of the air
bet ween | and and sky was occupied by snow. It imrediately began to

stick, trimm ng the | andscape in faux erm ne.

Pai ge drove through Mammot h Lakes wit hout stopping and turned south
toward Lake Mary. 1In the back seat, Charlotte and Emly were so
entranced by the snowfall that, for the tinme being, they did not need to
be entertai ned.

East of the nountains, the sky had been gray-black and churni ng.

Here, in the wintry heart of the Sierras, it was |like a Cycl opean eye
sheathed in a m | ky cataract.

The turn-off from Route 203 was nmarked by a copse of pines in which the
tal |l est specinen bore scars froma decade-old lightning strike. The
bolt had not nmerely damaged the pine but had encouraged it into nutant
patterns of growth, until it had becone a gnarled and nalignant tower.

The snowf| akes were smaller than before, falling harder, driven by the
northwest wind. After a playful debut, the stormwas turning serious.

Cutting through nmountai n neadows and forests--increasingly nore of the
latter and fewer of the former--the upsloping road eventually passed a
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chain-link encircled property of over a hundred acres on the right.

This plot had been purchased el even years ago by the Prophetic Church of
the Rapture, a cult that had foll owed the teachings of the Reverend
Jonat han Caine and had believed that the faithful would soon be
levitated fromthe earth, leaving only the unbaptized and truly wi cked
to endure a thousand years of grueling war and hell on earth before
final Judgment came to pass.

As it turned out, Caine had been a child nol ester who video taped his
abuse of cult nenbers' children. He had gone to prison, his two
thousand foll owers had di spersed on the wi nds of disillusionment and
betrayal, and the property with all its buildings had been tied up by
litigation for alnost five years

Sone fantasies were destructive.

The chain-1ink fence, topped with coils of dangerous razor wire, was
broken down in places. |In the distance the spire of their church soared
hi gh above the trees. Beneath it were the sloped roofs of a warren of
buil dings in which the faithful had slept, taken their nmeals, and waited
to be lifted heavenward by the right hand of the Lord Al mighty. The
spire stood untouched. But the buildings under it were nissing many
doors and w ndows, home to rats and possuns and raccoons, shorn of glory
and hairy with decay. Sonetimes the vandals had been human. But wi nd
and ice and snow had done the better part of the danage, as if Cod,

t hrough weat her warped to His whim had passed a judgnent on the Church
of the Rapture that He had not yet been ready to pass on the rest of
humanki nd.

The cabin was also to the right of the narrow county road, the next
property after the huge tract owned by the defunct cult. Set back a
hundred yards fromthe pavenent, at the end of a dirt lane, it was one
of many simlar retreats spread through the surrounding hills, nost of
themon an acre of |land or nore.

It was a one-story structure with weather-silvered cedar siding, slate
roof, screened front porch, and river-rock foundati on. Over the years
his father and nother had expanded the original building until it
cont ai ned two bedroons, kitchen, living room and two baths.

They parked in front of the cabin and got out of the BMN The
surrounding firs, sugar pines, and ponderosa pi nes were ancient and
huge, and the crisp air was sweet with the scent of them Drifts of
dead needl es and scores of pinecones littered the property. Snow
reached the ground only between the trees and through the occasi ona
interstices of their thatched boughs.

Marty went to the woodshed behind the cabin. The door was hel d shut
with a hasp and peg. Inside, to the right of the entrance, against the
wal |, a spare key was wapped tightly in plastic and buried half an inch
under the dirt floor

When Marty returned to the front of the cabin, Enmily was circling one of
the larger trees in a crouch, closely exanining the cones that had
fallen fromit. Charlotte was performng a wildly exaggerated ballet in
an open space between trees, where a wide shaft of snow fell like a
spotlight on a stage.

"I amthe Snow Queen!" Charlotte announced breathlessly as she twrled
and | eaped. "I have domi nion over winter! | can comuand the snow to
fall! | can make the world shiny and white and beautiful!'"
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As Em |y began to gather up an arm oad of cones, Paige said, "Honey,
you're not bringing those in the house."

"I'"mgoing to nake sone art."

"They're dirty."

"They' re beauti ful
"They're beautiful and dirty," Paige said.
"I''"l'l make art out here."

"Snow fall! Snhow blow Snow swirl and whirl and caper!" conmmanded the
danci ng Snow Queen as Marty clinbed the wooden steps and opened the
screen door on the porch.

That norning the girls had dressed in jeans and wool sweaters, to be
ready for the Sierras, and they were wearing heavily insulated nylon
jackets as well as cloth gloves. They wanted to stay outside and pl ay.

Even if they'd had boots, however, the outdoors would have been off
limts. This tinme, the cabin was not sinply a vacation getaway but a
cloistered retreat which they night have to transforminto a fortress,
and t he surroundi ng woods m ght eventual |y harbor sonme thing far nore
danger ous than wol ves.

Inside, the place had a faint nmusty smell. It actually seemed col der
than the snowy day beyond its walls.

Logs were stacked in the fireplace, and additional wood was piled high
on one side of the broad, deep hearth. Later they would light a fire.

To warm the cabin quickly, Paige went roomto room switching on the
el ectric space heaters set in the walls.

St andi ng by one of the front w ndows, |ooking through the screened porch
and down the dirt lane toward the county road, Marty used the cellul ar
phone, which he'd brought in fromthe car, to try yet again to reach his
fol ks back in Manmot h Lakes.

"Daddy," Charlotte said as he punched in the nunmber, "I just
t hought --who's going to feed Shel don and Bob and Fred and the other guys
back hone while we're not there?"

"I already arranged with Ms. Sanchez to take care of that," he |ied,
for he hadn't yet found the courage to tell her that all of her pets had
been kill ed.

"Ch, okay. Then it's a good thing it wasn't Ms. Sanchez who went
totally berserk.”

"Who you calling, Daddy?" Emly asked as the first ring sounded at the
far end of the line.

"Grandma and G andpa.”

"Tell themI'm gonna make a cone scul pture for them"

"Boy," Charlotte said, "that'll thrill the puke out of 'em

The phone rang a third tine.
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"They like nmy art,” Emily insisted.
Charlotte said, "They have to--they're your grandparents."

Four rings.

"Yeah, well, you' re not the Snow Queen, either," Emly said.
"l amtoo."
Fi ve.

"No, you're the Snow Troll."

"You' re the Snow Toad," Charlotte countered.
si X.

" Snow Worm

"Snow Maggot . "

"Snow Snot . "

"Snow Puke."

Marty gave them a warning | ook, which put a stop to the name calling
competition, though they stuck their tongues out at each other.

After the seventh ring, he put his finger on the END button.
Bef ore he could push it, however, the connection was nade.
VWhoever picked up the receiver didn't say anything.

"Hel |l 0?" Marty said. "Mn? Dad?"

Managi ng to sound both angry and sad, the man on the other end of the
line said, "How did you win them over?"

Marty felt as if ice had forned in his veins and marrow, not because of
the penetrating cold in the cabin but because the voice that responded
to himwas a perfect imtation of his own.

"Why woul d they | ove you nore than ne?" The O her denmanded, his voice
tremul ous with enotion.

A mantl e of dread settled on Marty, and a sense of unreality as
disorienting as any nightnmare. He seened to be dreaning while awake.

He said, "Don't touch them you son of a bitch. Don't you |lay one
finger on them"

"They betrayed ne."

"I want to talk to ny nother and father," Marty demanded.
"My nother and father," The O her said.

"Put them on the phone."

"So you can tell themnore |ies?"

"Put them on the phone now," Marty said between cl enched
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"They can't
listen to any nore of your lies."

"What have you done?"

"They're finished listening to you."
"What have you done?"

"They woul dn't give me what | needed.”

Wth understanding, dread becane grief. For a nonment Marty coul d not
find his voice

The O her said, "All | needed was to be | oved."

"VWhat have you done?" He was shouting. "Wo are you, what are you,
damm it, what are you, what have you done?"

I gnoring the questions, answering themw th questions of its own, The
O her said, "Have you turned Pai ge against ne? M Paige, ny Charlotte,
my sweet little Emly? Do | have any hope of getting them back or wll
I have to kill themtoo?" The voice cracked with enption. "Oh God, is
there even blood in their veins any nore, are they hunan any nore, or
have you made theminto sonething el se?"

Marty realized they could not conduct a conversation. It was madness to
try. However much they night | ook and sound alike, they were without
any common grounds. |In fundamental ways, they were as unlike each other

as if they had been nmenbers of different species.
Marty pushed the END button.
H s hands were shaking so badly that he dropped the phone.

When he turned fromthe wi ndow, he saw the girls were standi ng together,
hol di ng hands. They were staring, pale and frightened.

Hi s shouting into the tel ephone had brought Paige out of one of the
bedr oonms where she had been adjusting the electric heater.

I mages of his parents' faces and treasured nenories of a life of |ove
crowded into his nmind, but he resolutely repressed them |[|f he gave in
to grief now, wasted precious tine in tears, he would be condemi ng

Pai ge and the girls to certain death.

"He's here," Marty said, "he's conming, and we don't have much tine."

New Maps of Hell Those who woul d bani sh the sin of greed enmbrace the sin
of envy as their creed.

Those who seek to banish envy as well, only draw el aborate new maps of
hel | .

Those with passion to change the world, |ook on themselves as saints, as
pearls, and by the launching of noble endeavor, flee dreaded
i ntrospection forever

--The Book of Counted Sorrows

Laugh at tyrants and the tragedy they
inflict. Such nen wel cone our tears as evidence of subservience, but
our |aughter condemms themto ignoniny.
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--Endl ess River, Laura Shane S X 1

He stands in his parents' kitchen, watching the falling snow through the
wi ndow above the sink, shaking with hunger, and wol fing down | eftover
meat | oaf .

This is one of those decisive nonents that separate real heroes from
pretenders. Wen all is darkest, when tragedy piles on tragedy, when
hope seens to be a gane only for idiots and fools, does Harrison Ford or
Kevin Costner or Tom Crui se or Wesley Snipes or Kurt Russell quit?

No. Never. Unthinkable. They are heroes. They persevere. Rise to
the occasion. They not only deal with adversity but thrive on it.

From sharing the worst nonments of those great men's lives, he knows how
to cope with enotional devastation, nmental depression, physical abuse in
enornous quantities, and even the threat of alien dom nation of the
earth.

Move, nove, confront, challenge, grapple, and prevail

He must not dwell on the tragedy of his parents' deaths. The creatures
he destroyed were surely not his nother and father, any way, but mmcs
like the one that has stolen his own life. He mght never |earn when
his real parents were nurdered and replaced, and in any event he nust
delay grieving for them

Thi nki ng too rmuch about his parents--or about anything--is * not
merely a waste of precious time but anti-heroic. Heroes don't think

Her oes act.
Move, nove, confront, challenge, grapple, and prevail

Fi ni shed eating, he goes to the garage by way of a laundry roomoff the
kitchen. Switching on fluorescent lights as he crosses the threshold,
he di scovers two vehicles are available for his use an old blue Dodge
and an apparently new Jeep Wagoneer. He will use the Jeep because of
its four-wheel drive

The keys to the vehicle hang on a pegboard in the |aundry room

In a cabinet, he also finds a |large box of detergent. He reads the I|ist
of chem cals on the box, satisfied with what he di scovers.

He returns to the kitchen
The end of one row of | ower cabinets is finished with a w ne rack.

After locating a corkscrew in a drawer, he opens four bottles and
enpties the wine into the sink

I n another kitchen drawer he finds a plastic funnel anong other odds and
ends of cooking inplements. A third drawer is filled with clean white
dish towels, and a fourth is the source for a pair of scissors and a
book of matches.

He carries the bottles and the other itens into the |aundry room and
puts themon the tiled counter beside the deep sink

In the garage again, he takes a red five-gallon gasoline can froma
shelf to the left of the workbench. Wen he unscrews the cap,

hi gh- oct ane funmes waft out of the container. Spring through autumm, Dad
probably keeps gasoline in the can to use in the lawn nower, but it is
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enpty now.

Rummagi ng through the drawers and cabi nets around the work bench, he
finds a coil of flexible plastic tubing in a box of repair parts for the
drinking-water filtration systemin the kitchen. Wth this he siphons
gasoline out of the Dodge into the five-gallon can

At the sink in the laundry room he uses the funnel to pour an inch of
detergent into the bottom of each enpty wi ne bottle. He adds gasoli ne.

He cuts the dishcloths into useable strips.

Al 't hough he has two revol vers and twenty rounds of ammunition, he wants
to add gasoline bonbs to his arsenal. His experiences of the past
twenty-four hours, since first confronting the false father, have taught
hi m not to underestimate his adversary.

He still hopes to save Paige, Charlotte, and little Emily. He
continues to desire reunion and the renewal of their life together.

However, he nmust face reality and prepare for the possibility that his
wi fe and children are no | onger who they once were. They may sinply
have been nentally enslaved. On the other hand, they m ght al so have
been infected by parasites not of this world, their brains now holl ow
and filled with withing nonstrosities. O they m ght not be thensel ves
at all, merely replicants of the real Paige, Charlotte, and Emly, just
as the false father is a replicant of him arising out of a seed pod
from sonme distant star

The varieties of alien infestation are linmtless and strange, but one
weapon has saved the world nore often than any other, fire.

Kurt Russell, when he was a nenber of an Antarctic scientific-re search
out post, had been confronted by an extraterrestrial shape changer of
infinite forns and great cunning, perhaps the nost frightening and
powerful alien ever to attenpt colonization of the earth, and fire had
been by far the nost effective weapon against that form dable eneny.

He wonders if four incendiary devices are enough. He probably won't
have tinme to use nore of them anyway. |f sonmething bursts out of the
false father, Paige, or the girls, and if it's as hostile as the things
that had burst out of people in Kurt Russell's research station, he
woul d no doubt be overwhel med before he could use nore than four
gasol i ne bonbs, considering that he nust take the tine to |light each one
separately. He wi shes he had a fl anet hrower.

St andi ng by one of the front w ndows, watching heavy snow filter through
the trees and onto the lane that led out to the county route, Marty

pl ucked handfuls of 9nmm anmunition out of the boxes of ammp they'd
brought from M ssion Viejo. He distributed cartridges in the numerous
zi ppered pockets of his red-and-black ski jacket and in the pockets of
his jeans as well.

Pai ge | oaded t he magazi ne of the Mbssberg. She'd had less time than
Marty to practice with the pistol on the firing range, and she felt nore
confortable with the 12-gauge.

They had ei ghty shells for the shotgun and approximately two hundred 9mm
rounds for the Beretta.

Marty felt defensel ess.

No armount of weaponry woul d have made him feel better.
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After hanging up on The Gther, he had considered getting out of the
cabin, going on the run. But if they had been followed this far so
easily, they would be foll owed anywhere they went. It was better to
make a stand in a defendable | ocation than to be accosted on a |onely
hi ghway or be taken by surprise in a place nore vul nerable than the
cabi n.

He alnost called the local police to send themto his parents' house.

But The Other would surely be gone before they got there, and the
evi dence they collected--fingerprints and God knew what el se--would only
make it appear that he had nmurdered his own nother and father

The nedi a had al ready painted himas an unstabl e character. The scene
at the house in Mamoth Lakes would play into the fantasy they were
selling. If he were arrested today or tomorrow or next week--or even
just detained for a few hours w thout being booked--Paige and the girls
woul d be left on their own, a situation that he found intol erable.

They had no choice but to dig in and fight. Wich wasn't a choice so
much as a death sentence

Si de by side on the sofa, Charlotte and Enily were still wearing their
jackets and gloves. They held hands, taking strength from each other

Al t hough they were scared, they weren't crying or demandi ng reassurance
as many kids m ght have been doing in the same situation. They had
al ways been real troopers, each in her own way.

Marty was not sure how to counsel his daughters. Ilsually, |ike Paige,
he was not at a |loss for the guidance they needed to get themthrough
the problens of |ife. Paige joked that they were the Fabul ous
Stillwater Parenting Machine, a phrase that contained as nmuch self
nockery as genuine pride. But he was at a loss for words this tine
because he tried never to lie to them did not intend to start |lying
now, yet dared not share with them his own bl eak assessnent of their
chances.

"Ki ds, cone here, do sonething for ne," he said.

Eager for distraction, they scranmbled off the sofa and joined himat the
wi ndow.

"Stand here," he said, "watch the paved road out there. |If a car turns
into the driveway or even goes by too slow, does anything suspicious,
you holler. Got that?"

They nodded sol emml y.

To Paige, Marty said, "Let's check all the other w ndows, make sure
they're | ocked, and cl ose the drapes over them"

If The Ot her nanaged to creep up on the cabin without alerting them
Marty didn't want the bastard to be able to watch them-or shoot at
them -t hrough a wi ndow.

Every w ndow he checked was | ocked.

In the kitchen, as he covered a wi ndow that | ooked out onto the deep
woods behind the cabin, he renenbered that his nother had nmade the
drapes on her sew ng machine in the spare bedroom of the house in
Mammot h Lakes. He had a nmental image of her, sitting at the Singer, her
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foot on the treadle, intently watching the needle as it chattered up and
down.

Hi s chest clogged with pain. He took a deep breath, let it shudder out
of him then again, trying not only to expel the pain but also the
menory that engendered it.

There would be tine for grief later, if they survived.

Ri ght now he had to think only about Paige and the kids. H s nother was
dead. They were alive. The cold truth, nmourning was a |uxury.

He caught up with Paige in the second of the two small bed roons just as
she finished adjusting the draperies. She had switched on a ni ghtstand
| anp, so she wouldn't be in darkness when she cl osed of f the w ndows,
and now she noved to extinguish it.

"Leave it on," Marty said. "Wth the storm it'll be a long and early

twilight. Fromoutside, he'll probably be able to tell which roons are
lit, which aren't. No sense naking it easier for himto figure exactly
where we are."

She was quiet. Staring at the anber cloth of the |anpshade. As if
their future could be prophesied fromthe vague patterns in that
illumnated fabric.

At | ast she | ooked at him "How | ong have we got?"
"Maybe ten minutes, maybe two hours. It's up to him"

"What' s going to happen, Marty?"

It was his turn to be silent a nonent. He didn't want to lie to her,
ei t her.

When he finally spoke, Marty was surprised to hear what he told her,
because it sprang from subconsci ous depths, was genui ne, and indicated
greater optinismthan he was aware of on a conscious |evel

" W're going to kill the fucker." Optimsmor fatal self-delusion
She canme to himaround the foot of the bed, and they held each other

She felt so right in his arns. For a noment, the world didn't seem
crazy any nore.

"We still don't even know who he is, what he is, where he cones from"
she sai d.

"And maybe we' |l never find out. Maybe, even after we kill the son of a
bitch, we'll never know what this was all about."”

"If we never find out, then we can't pick up the pieces."
"No. "

She put her head on his shoul der and gently ki ssed the exposed penunbra
of the bruises on his throat. "W can never feel safe.”

"Not in our old life. But as long as we're together, the four of us,"
he said, "I can |eave everything behind."

"The house, everything in it, ny career, yours--"
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"None of that's what really matters."

"Anewlife, newnanes . . . Wuat future will the girls have?"
"The best we can give them There were never any guarantees.
There never are in this life."

She rai sed her head from his shoul der and | ooked into his eyes.
"Can | really handle it when he shows up here?"

"Of course you can."

"I"'mjust a famly counsel or specializing in the behavioral problens of
children, parent-child relations. 1'mnot the heroine of an adventure
story."”

"And |'mjust a nystery novelist. But we can do it."
"1'"mscared.”
"So aml."

"But if I'mso scared now, where am | going to find the courage to pick
up a shotgun and defend ny kids from sonet hi ng

somet hing |ike this?"
"I magi ne you are the heroine of an adventure story."
"If only it were that easy."

"In sone ways . . . maybe it is," he said. "You know |I'm not nuch for
Freudi an expl anations. Mre often than not, | think we decide to be
what we are. You're a living exanple, after what you went through as a
kid."

She cl osed her eyes. "Sonehow, it's easier to imagine nyself as a
famly counsel or than as Kathleen Turner in Romancing the Stone."

"When we first nmet," he said, "you couldn't inagine yourself as a wife
and nother, either. A family was nothing but a prison to you, prison
and torture chanmber. You never wanted to be part of a family again."

She opened her eyes. "You taught me how. "

"l didn't teach you anything. | only showed you how to i magi ne a good
famly, a healthy famly. Once you were able to inagine it, you could
learn to believe in the possibility. Fromthere on, you taught

yoursel f."

She said, "So life's a formof fiction, huh?"

"Bvery life's a story. W nake it up as we go along."
"Ckay. I'll try to be Kathleen Turner."

"Even better."

"What ?"

" Si gour ney Weaver."
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She sniled. "Wsh | had one of those big dammed futuristic guns |ike
she got to use when she played Ripley."

"Come on, we better go see if our sentries are still at their post."

In the living room he relieved the girls of their duty at the only

undr aped wi ndow and suggested they heat sonme water to nake nugs of hot
chocol ate. The cabin was al ways stocked w th basic canned goods,
including a tin of cocoa-flavored m |k powder. The electric heaters
still hadn't taken the chill off the air, so they could all use a little
internal warm ng. Besides, naking hot chocol ate was such a normal task
that it m ght defuse sonme of the tension and cal mtheir nerves.

He | ooked through the w ndow, across the screened porch, past the back
end of the BMN So many trees stood between the cabin and the county

road that the hundred-yard-1ong driveway was pool ed with deep shadows,
but he could still see that no one was approaching either in a vehicle
or on foot.

Marty was reasonably confident that The O her would conme at them
directly rather than from behind the cabin. For one thing, their
property backed up to the hundred acres of church land downhill and to a
| arger parcel uphill, which nmade an indirect approach relatively arduous
and tinme-consum ng.

Judgi ng by his past behavior, The O her always favored head |ong action
and bl unt approaches. He seened to | ack the knack or patience for
strategy. He was a doer nore than a thinker, which al nbost ensured a
furious--rather than sneak--attack

That trait mght be the eneny's fatal weakness. It was a hope worth
nurturing, anyway.

Snow fell. The shadows deepened.
Fromthe notel room Spicer called the surveillance van for an update.

He | et the phone ring a dozen tinmes, hung up, and tried again, but stil
the call went unanswered.

"Somet hi ng' s happened, " he said. "They wouldn't have left the van."

"Maybe sonething's wong with their phone," Oslett suggested.

"I't's ringing."
"Maybe not on their end.”

Spicer tried again with no different result. "Cone on," he said,
grabbing his leather flight jacket and heading for the door.

"You' re not going over there?" Oslett said. "Aren't you still worried
about bl owi ng their cover?"

"It's already been blown. Something' s wong.

Cl ocker had pulled on his tweed coat over his clashing orange cashnere
sweater. He didn't bother to put on his hat because he had never
bothered to take it off. Tucking the Star Trek paperback in a pocket,
he al so headed for the door

Following themwith the black briefcase, Cslett said, "But what coul d' ve
gone wong? Everything was noving al ong so snmoothly again."
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Al ready, the stormhad put down half an inch of snow. The flakes were
fine and conparatively dry now, and the streets white.

Ever green boughs had begun to acquire Christnmasy trinm ngs.

Spi cer drove the Explorer, and in a few mnutes they reached the street
where Stillwater's parents |ived. He pointed out the house when they
were still half a block fromit.

Across the street fromthe Stillwater place, two vehicles were parked at
the curb. GCslett pegged the red recreational van as the surveillance
post because of the mirrored side windows in its rear section

"What's that florist's van doi ng here?" Spicer wondered.

"Delivering flowers," Cslett guessed.

"Fat chance.”

Spi cer pulled past the van and parked the Explorer in front of it.
"Is this really smart?" GCslett wondered.

Using the cellular phone, Spicer called the surveillance team one nore
time. They didn't answer.

"W don't have a choice," Spicer said as he opened his door and got out
into the snow

The three of them wal ked to the back of the red van

On the bl acktop between that vehicle and the delivery van, a |l arge
floral arrangement lay in ruins. The ceranic container was shattered

The stenms of the flowers and ferns were still enbedded in the spongy
green material that florists used to fix arrangenents, so the mld w nd
had not bl own any of them away, though they |ooked as if they had been
stepped on nore than once. The colors of sonme flowers were masked by
snow, which neant they hadn't been disturbed in the past thirty to
forty-five m nutes.

The ruined bl ossons and frost-paled ferns had a curious beauty.

Snap a photo, hang it in an art gallery, title it something |ike
"Romance" or

"Loss," and peopl e woul d probably stand before it for |ong
m nut es, mnusing.

As Spicer rapped on the back door of the surveillance vehicle, d ocker
said, "I'll check the delivery van."

No one answered the knock, so Spicer boldly opened the door and clinbed
i nsi de.

As he foll owed, GCslett heard Spicer say softly, "Ch, shit."

The interior of the van was dark. Little light penetrated the two way
mrrors that served as windows. Only the scopes and screens of the
el ectronic equipnent illum nated the space

Cslett took off his sunglasses, saw the dead nen, and pulled the rear
door shut.
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Spi cer had taken off his sunglasses too. H's eyes were an odd, bal efu
yellow. O maybe that was just a color they reflected fromthe scopes
and gauges.

"Alfie must've been comng to the Stillwater place, spotted the van,
recognized it for what it was," Spicer said. "Before he went over
there, he stopped here, took care of business, so he wouldn't be
interrupted across the street.”

The el ectronic gear operated off banks of solar batteries wired to flat
solar cells on the roof. When surveillance was conducted at night, the
batteries could be charged in the conventional fashion, if necessary, by
starting the van's engine for short periods. Even on overcast days,
however, the cells collected enough sunlight to keep the system
operative.

Wthout the engine running, the interior tenperature of the van was
nonet hel ess confortable, if slightly cool. The vehicle was unusually
wel |l insulated, and the solar cells also operated a snall heater

St eppi ng over the corpse on the floor, |ooking through one of the view
wi ndows, Gslett said, "If AlIfie was drawn to that house, it had to be
because Martin Stillwater was already there."

"l guess."
"Yet this team never saw himgo in or out."
"Bvidently not," Spicer agreed.

"Wul dn't they have let us knowif they'd seen Stillwater, his wife, or
ki ds?"

"Absol utely."

"So . . . is he over there now? Maybe they're all over there, the
whole famly and Alfie."

Peering through the other wi ndow, Spicer added, "And maybe not.
Sonebody | eft there not long ago. See the tracks in the drive way?"

A vehicle with wide tires had backed out of the garage that was attached

to the white clapboard house. It had reversed to the left as it entered
the street, then had shifted into forward and had driven away to the
right. The snow had barely begun to fill in the nultiple arcs of the
tracks.

Cl ocker opened the rear door, startling them He clinbed inside and
pul l ed the door shut after him wth no comment about the bloody ice axe
on the floor or the two nurdered operatives. "Looks |like Alfie nust've
stolen the florist's van for cover. The deliveryman's in the back with
the flowers, dead as the noon."

In spite of the extended wheel base that added extra roomto the interior
of the van, the space unoccupi ed by surveillance equi pnrent and corpses
was not | arge enough to accommpdate the three of them confortably.
Cslett felt claustrophobic.

Spicer pulled the seated dead man out of the swivel chair in which he'd
died. The corpse tunbled to the floor. Spicer checked the chair for

bl ood before sitting down and turning to the array of nonitors and

swi tches, with which he appeared to be famliar.
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Unconfortably aware of C ocker |oonming over him Oslett said, "Is it
possi bl e there was a phone call to the house that these guys never got a
chance to report to us before Alfie wasted then?"

Spicer said, "That's what I'mgoing to find out."

As Spicer's fingers flew over the progranm ng keyboard, brightly col ored
graphs and ot her displays popped onto the half dozen vi deo nonitors.

Contriving, in those tight quarters, to ramhis elbowinto C ocker's
gut, Oslett turned again to the first of the side-by-side view w ndows.

He watched the house across the street.

Cl ocker stooped to | ook out the other window Oslett figured the
Trekker was pretending to be at a starship portal, squinting through
foot-thick glass at an alien world.

A coupl e of cars passed. A pickup truck. A black dog ran along $
the sidewal k, with snow on his paws, he | ooked as if he was wearing four
white socks. The Stillwater house stood silent, serene.

"Got it," Spicer said, taking off a set of headphones he had put on when
Csl ett had been staring out the w ndow.

What he had, as it turned out, was a tel ephone call nonitored, traced,
and recorded by the automated equi pnent perhaps as long as thirty

m nutes after Alfie killed the surveillance team |In fact, Afie had
been in the Stillwater house when the call canme through and had answered
it after seven rings. Spicer played it back on a speaker instead of

t hr ough headphones, so the three of themcould listen at the sanme tine.

"The first voice you hear is the caller,"” Spicer said, "because the man
who picks up the receiver in the Stillwater house doesn't initially say
anyt hing. "

"Hel | 0? Monf Dad?"
"How did you win them over?"

St oppi ng the tape, Spicer said, "That second voice is the receiving
phone and it's Alfie."

"They both sound like Alfie."
"The other one's Stillwater. Alfie also speaks next."
"Why woul d they | ove you nore than ne?"

"Don't touch them you son of a bitch. Don't you |lay one finger on

them "They betrayed meN "I want to talk to ny nother and father

" MY

nmot her and f at her

"Put themon the phone." "So you can tell themnore

lies?"

They listened to the entire conversation. It was over-the-top creepy

because it sounded as if one man was talking to hinself, a radically
split personality. W rse, their bad boy was obviously not just a
renegade but flat-out psychotic.
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Wien the tape ended, Cslett said, "So Stillwater never stopped at his
parents' house."

"BEvidently not."

"Then how did Alfie find it? And why did he go there? Wy was he
interested in Stillwater's parents, not just Stillwater hinself?"

Spi cer shrugged. "Maybe you'll get a chance to ask the boy if you
manage to recover him"

Cslett didn't like having so many unanswered questions. |t made him
feel as if he wasn't in control

He gl anced out the wi ndow at the house and at the tire tracks in the
snow covered driveway. "Alfie's probably not over there any nore."

"Went after Stillwater," Spicer agreed.

"VWhere was that call placed?"

"Cel lul ar phone."

Cslett said, "W can still trace that, can't we?"

Pointing to three lines of nunbers on a display termnal, Spicer said,
"We've got a satellite triangulation.”

"That's meaningless to nme, just nunbers.”

"This conputer can plot it on a map. To within a hundred feet of the
signal source."

"How long will that take?"

"Five mnutes tops," Spicer said.

"CGood. You work on it. We'Ill check the house."
Cslett stepped out of the red van with C ocker cl ose behind

As they crossed the street through the snow, GCslett didn't care if a
dozen nosy nei ghbors were at their wi ndows. The situation was already
bl omn wi de open and couldn't be sal vaged. He, C ocker, and Spicer would
clear out, with their dead, in less than ten nmnutes, and after that no
one woul d ever be able to prove they'd been there.

They wal ked boldly onto the elder Stillwaters' porch. OCslett rang the
bell. No one answered. He rang it again and tried the door, which
proved to be unlocked. Fromacross the street it would appear as if Jim
or Alice Stillwater had opened up and invited theminside.

In the foyer, C ocker closed the front door behind them and drew his
Colt .357 Magnum from his shoul der holster. They stood for a few
seconds, listening to the silent house.

"Be at peace, Alfie," GCslett said, even though he doubted that their bad
boy was still hanging around the prenises. Wen there was no ritua
response to that command, he repeated the four words | ouder than before.

Si | ence prevail ed.

Cautiously they noved deeper into the house--and found the dead coupl e
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inthe first roomthey checked. Stillwater's parents.
Each of them sonewhat resenbled the witer--and Alfie, too, of course.

During a swift search of the house, repeating the command phrase before
they went through each new doorway, the only thing of interest they
found was in the laundry. The snall roomreeked of gasoline. What

Al fie had been up to was nade apparent by the scraps of cloth, funnel,
and partly enpty box of detergent that littered the counter beside the
si nk.

"He's taking no chances this tine," Cslett said. "Going after
Stillwater as if it's war."

They had to stop the boy--and fast. |If he killed the Stillwater famly
or even just the witer hinmself, he would make it inpossible to

i mpl ement t he murder-suicide scenario which would so neatly tie up so
many | oose ends. And depending on what insane, fiery spectacle he had
in mnd, he mght draw so much attention to hinself that keeping his
exi stence a secret and returning himto the fold woul d becone

i mpossi bl e.

"Dam, " Oslett said, shaking his head.

"Soci opathic clones," Cocker said, alnpbst as if trying to be
irritating, "are always big trouble."

Si ppi ng hot chocol ate, Paige took her turn at guard duty by the front
wi ndow.

Marty was sitting cross-legged on the living roomfloor with Charlotte
and Emly, playing with a deck of cards they'd gotten fromthe gane
chest. It was the |east animated game of Go Fish that Pai ge had ever
seen, conducted without comment or argunent. Their faces were grim as
if they weren't playing Go Fish at all but consulting a Tarot deck that
had not hi ng but bad news for them

St udyi ng the snowswept day outside, Paige suddenly knew that both she
and Marty shouldn't be waiting in the cabin. Turning away fromthe
wi ndow, she said, "This is wong."

"What ?" he asked, |ooking up fromthe cards.

"1'm goi ng outside."

"For what ?"

"That rock formation over there, under the trees, halfway out toward the
county road. | can lie down in there and still see the driveway."

Marty dropped his hand of cards. "Wat sense does that make?"

"Perfect sense. |If he comes in the front way, |ike we both think he
wWill--like he has to--he'll go right past ne, straight to the cabin

1"l be behind him | can punp a couple of rounds into the back of the

bastard's head before he knows what's happeni ng."
Getting to his feet, shaking his head, Marty said, "No, it's too risky."
"If we both stay inside here, it'll be like trying to defend a fort."

"A fort sounds good to me."
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"Don't you renenber all those novies about the cavalry in the Ad Wst,
defending the fort? Sooner or later, no matter how strong the place
was, the Indians overran it and got inside."

"That's just in the novies."
"Yeah, but maybe he's seen themtoo. Cone here," she insisted.

When he joined her at the wi ndow, she pointed to the rocks, which were
barely visible in the sable shadows under the pines. "It's perfect."

"I don't likeit."
"It 11 work."

"I don't likeit."
"You know it's right."

"Ckay, so maybe it's right, but | still don't have to like it," he said
sharply.

"I'm goi ng out."

He searched her eyes, perhaps |ooking for signs of fear that he could
exploit to change her mnd. "You think you' re an adventure story
heroi ne, don't you?"

"You got ny inmagi nati on working."

"I wish I'd kept nmy nouth shut." He stared for a |ong nonment at the
shadow bl anketed junbl e of rocks, then sighed and said, "Al right, but
I"'mthe one who'Il go out there. You'll stay in here with the girls."
She shook her head. "It doesn't work that way, baby."

"Don't pull a fem nist nunber on ne."

"I'mnot. It's just that . . . you're the one he's got a psychic bead
"He can sense where you are, and dependi ng on how refined that talent
is, he mght sense you're in the rocks. You have to stay in the cabin
so he'll feel you in here, cone straight for you--and right past ne."

"Maybe he can sense you too."
"Evidence so far indicates it's only you."

He was in an agony of fear for her, his feelings carved in every holl ow
of his face. "I don't like this."

"You already said. 1'mgoing out."
5. 6.

By the time Gslett and Cocker left the Stillwater house and crossed the
street, Spicer was getting behind the wheel of the red surveillance van

The wi nd accel erated. Snow was driven out of the sky at a severe angle
and harried along the street.

Cslett wal ked to the driver's door of the surveillance van

Spi cer had his sungl asses on agai n even though the [ ast hour or so of
dayl i ght was upon them His eyes, yellow or otherw se, were hidden
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He | ooked down at Gslett and said, "I'mgoing to drive this heap away
fromhere, clear across the county line and out of local jurisdiction
before | call the hone office and get sone help with body disposal."

"VWhat about the delivery man in the florist's van?”

"Let them haul their own garbage,” Spicer said.

He handed Cslett a standard-size sheet of typing paper on which the
conmputer had printed a map, plotting the point fromwhich Martin
Stillwater had tel ephoned his parents' house. Only a few roads were
depicted on it. Oslett tucked it inside his ski jacket before either
the wind could snatch it out of his hand or the paper could becone danp
fromthe snow.

"He's only a few niles away," Spicer said. "You take the Explorer."

He started the engine, pulled the door shut, and drove off into the
storm

Cl ocker was al ready behind the wheel of the Explorer. douds of exhaust
billowed fromits tail pipe.

Cslett hurried to the passenger side, got in, slammed the door, and
fished the conputer map out of his jacket. "Let's go. W' re running
out of time."

"Only on the human scale," O ocker said. Pulling away fromthe curb and
switching on the wipers to deal with the wi nd-driven snow, he added,
"Froma cosmic point of view, tine may be the one thing of which there's
an i nexhaustible supply.”

Pai ge kissed the girls and nade them pronise to be brave and to do
exactly what their father told themto do. Leaving themfor the
uncertainty of what |ay ahead was one of the hardest things she had ever
done. Pretending not to be afraid, in order to help themwith their own
quest for courage, was even harder.

When Pai ge stepped out the front door, Marty went with her onto the
porch. Blustery wi nd hissed through the screen walls and rattled the
porch door at the head of the steps.

"There's one other way," he said, |leaning close to her to be heard above
the stormwi thout shouting. "If it's nme that he's drawn to, maybe
shoul d get the hell out of here, on ny own, lead himas far away from
you as | can."”

"Forget it.

"But without you and the girls to worry about, maybe | can deal with
him™"

"And if he kills you instead?"
"At |east we wouldn't all go down."

"You think he won't cone |ooking for us again? He wants your life,
remenber. Your life, your wife, your children."

"So if he finishes ne off and cones after you, you'd still have a chance
to blow his brains out."

"Ch, yeah? And when he shows up, during that little w ndow of
opportunity I'll have before he gets close to me, how would | know
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whet her it was himor you?"
"You wouldn't," he admitted.
"So we'll play it this way."
"You're so damed strong," he said.

He couldn't know that her bowels were like jelly, her heart was knocking
violently, and the faint netallic taste of terror filled her dry nouth.

They hugged but briefly.

Carrying the Mossberg, she went through the porch door, down the steps,
across the shall ow yard, past the BMN and into the woods without

| ooki ng back, worried that he woul d becone aware of the depth of her
fear and insist on dragging her back into the cabin.

Under the Quonset curve of sheltering evergreen boughs, the w nd sounded
hol | ow and di stant except when she passed beneath a couple of flue-like
openi ngs that soared all the way up to the blind sky.

Pumrel i ng drafts shrieked down those passages, as cold as ectopl asm and
as shrill as banshees.

Al t hough the property sloped, the ground beneath the trees was easy to
traverse. Underbrush was sparse due to a lack of direct sun |ight.

Many trees were so old that the | owest branches were above her head, and
the view between the thick trunks was unobstructed all the way out to
the county road.

The soil was stony. Tables and formations of granite broke the surface
here and there, all ancient and snoot h.

The formati on she had pointed out to Marty was hal fway between the cabin
and the county road, only twenty feet upslope fromthe driveway.

It resenbled a crescent of teeth, blunt nolars two to three feet high,
like the fossilized dental structure of a gentle herbivorous di nosaur
much | arger than any ever before suspected or inmagi ned.

Approaching the granite outcropping, in which shadows as dark as
condensed pine tar pooled behind the "nolars,"” Paige suddenly had the
feeling that the | ook-alike was already there, watching the cabin from
that hiding place. Ten feet from her destination, she halted, skidding
slightly on the carpet of |oose pine needles.

If he was actually there, he would have seen her comng and coul d have
killed her any tine he wished. The fact that she was still alive argued
agai nst his presence. Nevertheless, as she tried to get noving again,
she felt as if she had plunged to the bottom of a deep ocean trench and
was struggling to nmake progress against the resisting mass of an entire
sea.

Heart pounding, she circled the crescent formation and slipped into its
shadowed convexity from behind. The |ook-alike wasn't waiting for her

She stretched out on her stomach. In her dark-blue ski jacket with the
hood covering her blond hair, she knew that she was as good as invisible
anong the shadows and agai nst the dark stone.

Thr ough gaps in the stone, she could nonitor the entire Iength of the
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driveway without raising her head hi gh enough to be seen

Beyond the shelter of the trees, the stormswiftly escalated into a
full-scale blizzard. The volume of snow com ng down into the driveway
bet ween fl anki ng stands of trees was so great that it al nost seenmed as
if she was |l ooking into the foanming face of a waterfall.

Her ski jacket kept her upper body warm but her jeans couldn't ward off
the penetrating cold of the stone on which she lay. As body heat

| eached away, her hip and knee joints began to ache. She wi shed she
were wearing insulated ski pants, and she realized she should have at

| east brought a blanket to put between herself and the granite.

Under the influence of the building gale, the highest branches of the
firs and pines creaked |ike scores of doors easing open on rusty hinges.
Not even the nuffling boughs of the evergreens could soften the rising
voi ce of the wind.

The gradually diming |ight of the day's |ast hour was the steely shade
of ice on a winter pond.

Every sight and sound was cold and seened to exacerbate the chill that
pressed into her fromthe granite. She began to worry about how | ong
she could hold out before she would need to return to the cabin to get
war m

Then a deep-blue Jeep station wagon cane uphill on the county road and
made a hard, sharp turn into the driveway. It |ooked |ike the Jeep that
bel onged to Marty's parents.

Rheostat at seven degrees. South from Mammot h Lakes, through bill ow ng
curtains of snow, through whirling snowdevils, through torrents and

| ashes and bl asts and cataracts and airborne walls of snow, along a

hi ghway barely defined beneath the deepening mantl e, passing sl ow nmoving
traffic at high speed, flashing his headlights to encourage
obstructionists to pull over and Il et himgo by, even passing a county
snowpl ow and a ci nder-spreading truck crowned with yell ow and red

energency beacons that briefly transformthe mllions of white flakes
into glowi ng enmbers. A left turn. Narrower road.
Uphi | 1.

Into forested slopes. Long chain-link fence on the right, capped with
spiral razor wire, broken down in places. Not there yet. Alittle
farther.

Cl ose. Soon

The four gasoline bonbs stand in a cardboard box on the floor in front
of the passenger seat, wedged into the knee space. The gaps between
them are packed with fol ded newspapers, so the bottles will not clatter
agai nst one anot her.

Pungent funes arise fromthe saturated cloth w cks. The perfunme of
destruction.

Gui ded by the magnetic attraction of the false father, he makes an
abrupt right turn into a single-lane driveway already half hidden by
snow. He brakes as little as possible, cornering in a slide, and noving
his foot to the accelerator again even as the Jeep is still finding
purchase and both rear tires are spinning-squealing fiercely.

Directly ahead, at |east a hundred yards into the woods, stands a cabin.

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (260 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:35 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt
Soft light at the windows. Roof capped with snow

Even if the BMN was not parked to the left of the place, he'd know he'd
found his quarry. The inposter's hateful magnetic presence pulls him
f orwar d.

At first sight of the cabin, he decides to nmake a full frontal assault,
regardl ess of the wi sdom or consequences. His nother and father are
dead, wife and children probably | ong dead, too, forns and faces
nmockingly imtated by the vicious alien species that has stolen his own
nane and nenories. He seethes with rage, hatred so intense it's
physically painful, anguish like a fire in his heart, and only swift
justice will bring desperately needed relief.

The churning tires bite through the snowinto dirt.
He rans his foot down on the accel erator.
The Jeep bolts forward.

A cry of savage fury and vengeance escapes him and the nental rheostat
spins fromseven degrees to three hundred and sixty.

Marty was at the front w ndow when headli ght beans pierced the
falling snow out on the county road, but at first he couldn't see the
source. Comi ng uphill, the vehicle was hidden by trees and roadsi de
brush. Then it burst into sight--a Jeep--turning hard into the drive
way at high speed, the back end fishtailing, plumes of snow and sl ush
erupting behind its spinning rear tires.

An instant later, as he was still reacting to the arrival of the Jeep,

he was stricken by a brutal psychic tidal wave as strong as anything he
had previously experienced but of a different quality. This was not
nmerely the urgent, questing power that had hamered hi m on ot her
occasions, but a blast of black and bitter enotion, raw and uncensored ,
which put himinside the mnd of his eneny as no human bei ng ever before
coul d have been inside the mnd of another. It was a surrealistic realm
of psychotic rage, desperation, infantile self-absorption , terror,
confusion, envy, lust, and urgent hungers so vile that a flood of sewage
and rotting corpses could not have been as repul sive

For the duration of that tel epathic contact, Marty felt as if he had
been pitched into one of the deeper regions of Hell. Though the
connection |asted no nore than three or four seconds, it seened
interm nable. Wen it was broken, he found hinself standing with his
hands cl anped agai nst his tenples, nouth open in a silent scream

He gasped for breath and shuddered violently.

The roar of an engine brought his eyes back into focus and drew his
attention to the day beyond the wi ndow. The Jeep station wagon was
accel erating up the driveway, toward the cabin.

Maybe he was nisjudgi ng the degree of The Other's reckl essness and
insanity, but he had been in that mind, and he thought he knew what was
com ng. He spun away fromthe w ndow, toward the girls.

"Run, get out the back, go!"

Havi ng al ready scranbled up fromthe |living-roomfloor and the two-hand
card game in which they'd been pretending to been grossed, Charlotte and
Emily were sprinting toward the kitchen before Marty had fi ni shed
shouti ng t he war ni ng.
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He ran after them

Al in a second, spinning through his nmnd, an alternate strategy, stay
in the living room hope the Jeep got hung up in the porch and never
made it to the front wall of the cabin, then rush outside, after the

i npact, and shoot the bastard before he clinbed out frombehind the

st eeri ng wheel

And i n another second, the dark potential of that strategy, maybe the
Jeep would nake it all the way--cedar siding, shattered two-by fours,
el ectrical wiring, chunks of plaster, broken glass exploding into the
living roomwith it, rafters buckling, ceiling collapsing, nurderous
slate roof tiles thundering down on him-and he woul d be killed by
flying debris, or survive but be trapped in the rubble, |egs pinned.

The kids would be on their owmm. Couldn't risk it.
Qut side, the roar of the engine swelled nearer

He caught up with the girls as Charlotte grasped the thunb-turn of the
dead-bolt lock on the kitchen door. He reached over her head, slapped
open the latch-bolt as she di sengaged the | ower | ock

The scream of the engine filled the world, curiously less like the sound
of a machine than like the savage cry of sonething huge and Jurassic.

The Beretta. Rattled by the telepathic contact and the hurtling Jeep,
he had forgotten the Beretta. It was on the living-roomcoffee table.

No tine to go back for it

Charlotte twi sted the knob. The howing wind tore the door out of her
hand and shoved it into her. She was knocked off her feet.

Then wham fromthe front of the house, |ike a bonb going off.

The big station wagon shot past Paige's hiding place so fast she knew
she wasn't going to have a chance to wait for the son of a bitch to
park, then creep up on himstealthily fromtree to tree and shadow to
shadow i n the nmanner of the good adventure heroine that she envisioned
herself. He was playing by his own rules, which neant no rules at all,
and his every action woul d be unpredictable.

By the time she scranbled to her feet, the Jeep was within seventy or
eighty feet of the cabin. Still accelerating.

Prayi ng her cold-stiffened | egs woul dn't cranp, she clanbered over the
|l ow rock formation. She raced toward the cabin, parallel to the
driveway, staying in the gloomof the woods, weaving between tree
trunks.

Because the BMN was not parked squarely in front of the cabin but to the
left, the Jeep had a clear shot at the porch steps. Less than an inch
of snow was insufficient to slowit down. The ground under that white
bl anket wasn't frozen rock-solid as it would be later in the winter, so
the tires cut into bare earth, finding all the traction they needed.

The driver seened to be standing on the accelerator. He was suicidal
O convinced of his invulnerability. The engi ne screaned.

Pai ge was still a hundred feet fromthe cabin when the left front tire
of the Jeep hit the | ow concrete porch steps and clinbed themas if they
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were a ranp. The right front tire spun through enpty air for an
instant, then grabbed the porch floor as the bunper tore through the
wal | of screen.

She expected the porch to give way under the weight. But the Jeep
seenmed airborne as the rear left tire launched it off the top of the
three steps.

,. , Flying. Taking out panels of screen and the frames that hold
themin place, as if they're spider webs, gossaner.

Straight at the door. Like an incomng round of nortar fire. A two-ton
shel |.

Cl oses his eyes. Wndshield mght inplode.

Bone-jarring inmpact. Thrown forward. Safety harness jerks himback, he
exhal es expl osively, currents of pain briefly scintillate through his
chest.

A percussive synphony of boards splintering, jack studs cracking in
hal f, door janb disintegrating, lintel fracturing. Then forward notion
ceases, the Jeep crashes down.

He opens his eyes.
The wi ndshield is still intact.

The Jeep is in the living roomof the cabin, facing a sofa and an
overturned arncthair. |It's tipped forward because the front wheel s broke
through the flooring into the air space bel ow.

The Jeep doors are above the cabin floor and unobstructed. He
di sengages the seatbelt and gets out of the station wagon with one of
the .38 pistols in his right hand.

Move, move, confront, challenge, grapple, and prevail.

He hears creaki ng overhead and | ooks up. The ceiling is broken and
saggi ng but will probably hold together. Powdery snow and dead brown
pi ne needl es sift down through the cracks.

The floor is littered with broken glass. The w ndows flanking the cabin
door have shattered

He is thrilled by the destruction. It inflanes his fury.

The living roomis deserted. Through the archway he can see nobst of the
kitchen, and no one's in there, either

Two cl osed doors are featured in the w de pass-through between |iving
room and kitchen, one to the left and one to the right. He noves to the
right.

If the false father is waiting on the other side, the very act of
openi ng the door will trigger a fusill ade.

He wants to avoid being shot if at all possible because he does not want
to have to crawl away to heal again. He wants to finish this now, here,
t oday.

If his wife and children have not already been replicated and repl aced
by alien forns, they will surely not be permitted to remai n hunan nuch
longer. N ght is coming. Less than an hour away. From novies, he
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knows these things al ways happen at night--alien assault, parasite
injection, attacks by shape-changers and soul -steal ers and things that
drink blood, all at night, either when the noon is full or there is no
moon at all, but at night.

I nstead of throwi ng the door open even froma safe position to one side,
he steps in front of it, raises the .38, and opens fire.

The door is not solid wood but a Masonite nmodel with a foam core, and
the hol | ow poi nt rounds punch big holes at point-blank range.

Jolting through his arns, the recoil of the Chief's Special is
enornously satisfying, alnpbst a sexual experience, bringing a small ne
sure of relief fromhis intense frustration and anger. He keeps
squeezing the trigger until the hamer clicks on enpty chanbers.

No screans fromthe room beyond. No sounds at all as the roar of the
| ast gunshot fades.

He throws the gun on the floor and draws the second .38 fromthe
shoul der hol ster under his varsity jacket.

He ki cks open the door and goes inside fast, the gun thrust out in front
of him

It's a bedroom Deserted.
Soaring frustration fans the flames of rage.
Returning to the pass-through, he faces the other closed door

For a nmonent the sight of the Jeep flying across the porch and sl anmm ng
through the front wall of the cabin brought Paige to a halt.

Al though it was happening in front of her and though she had no doubt
that it was real, the crash had the unreal quality of a dream The
station wagon seened to hang in the air an inpossibly long tine,
virtually floating across the porch, wheels spinning. It appeared

al most to dissolve through the wall into the cabin, vanishing as if it
had never been. The destruction was acconpani ed by a great deal of

noi se, yet somehow it was not cacophonous enough, not half as loud as it
woul d have been if the crash had taken place in a novie.

Imediately in the wake of it, the conparative quiet of the storm
reclainmed the day, with only the nobaning of the wind, snow fell in a
soundl ess del uge.

The Ki ds.

In her mind s eye, she saw the wall bursting in on them the hurtling
Jeep right behind it.

She was running again before she realized it. Straight toward the
cabi n.

She held the shotgun with both hands--left hand on the fore end slide
handl e, right hand around the grip and finger on the trigger guard.

Al'l she would have to do was halt, swing the bore toward the target,
slip her finger to the trigger, and fire. Earlier, |oading the
Mossberg, she had punped a round into the breech, so she could fit an
extra shell into the magazi ne tube.
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As she sprinted out of the woods and into the driveway, when she was no
more than thirty feet fromthe porch steps, gunfire erupted in the
house. Five rounds in quick succession. Instead of giving her pause,
the shots spurred her across the driveway and shallow front yard as fast
as she coul d nove

She slipped in the snow and fell to one knee just as she reached the
foot of the porch steps. The pain wung a soft, involuntary curse from
her .

If she hadn't stunbl ed, however, she woul d have been on the porch or al
the way into the living roomwhen Charlotte rounded the corner of the
cabin. Marty and Emly appeared close behind Charlotte, running hand in
hand.

He fires three times into the door on the left side of the pass-through,
kicks it open, scuttles across the threshold fast and | ow, and finds
anot her deserted bedroom

Qut side, a car door sl ans.

Marty left the driver's door open while he got in behind the steering
wheel , funbling under the seat with one hand in search of the keys, and
he didn't even think to warn Charlotte and Emly not to slamtheir door
until the act was done and the echo of it reverberated through the
surroundi ng trees.

Pai ge hadn't gotten into the BMVyet. She was standing at her open
door, watching the house, the Myssberg rai sed and ready.

VWhere were the dam keys?

He | eaned forward, crunching down, trying to feel farther back under the
seat .

As Marty's fingers closed over the keys, the Mssherg booned.

He snapped his head up as an answering shot m ssed Pai ge, passed through
the open car door, and smashed into the dashboard inches fromhis face.
A gauge shattered, showering himw th shards of plas

"Down!" he shout ed
to the girls in the back seat.

Pai ge fired the shotgun and again drew return fire.

The Other stood in the gaping hole where the front door of the cabin had
been, framed by jagged ruins, his right arm extended as he squeezed off
the shot. Then he ducked back into the living room perhaps to rel oad.

Though the shotgun woul d keep himfrom com ng any closer, he was too far
away to be greatly hurt by it, especially considering his unusua
recuperative abilities. H s handgun, however, packed a solid punch at
that di stance

Marty janmed the key in the ignition. The engine turned over wthout a
protest. He released the hand brake, put the BMVin gear

Pai ge got in the car, pulled her door shut.

He | ooked over his shoul der through the rear wi ndow, reversed past the
front of the cabin, and then turned into the tire tracks left by the
Jeep on its kam kaze run
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"Here he cones!" Paige cried.

Still backing up, Marty gl anced through the w ndshield and saw The O her
boundi ng off the porch, down the steps, across the yard, a wi ne bottle
in each hand, rag wicks in the necks, flanes |eaping off both.

Jesus. They were burning furiously, nmight explode in his hands at any
second, but he seened to have no concern for his own safety, a savage
and al nost gleeful ook on his face, as if he was born for this, nothing
but this. He skidded to a stop and cocked his right armlike a
quarterback ready to pass the ball to his receiver

"Go!" Pai ge shout ed.
Marty was al ready going, and he didn't need encouragenent to go faster.

Instead of turning to |l ook through the back wi ndow, he used the rearview
mrror to be sure he stayed on the driveway and didn't angle off into
any trees or ditches or jutting rocks, so he was aware of the first
bottl e arcing through the snow and shattering agai nst the BMNs front
bunper. Mst of the contents splashed harm essly onto the driveway,
where a patch of snow seened to burst into flanes.

The second bottle slamed into the hood, six inches fromthe w ndshield,
directly in front of Paige. It shattered, the contents expl oded,
burning fluid washed the glass, and for a noment the only forward view
they had was of seething fire.

In the back, seatbelts engaged, staying down, holding tightly to each
other, the girls shrieked in terror

Marty couldn't do anything to reassure them except to keep backi ng up,
as fast as he dared, hoping the fire on the hood would burn out and the
heat woul dn't cause the wi ndshield to inplode.

Hal fway to the county road. Two-thirds. Accelerating. A hundred yards
to go.

The bl aze on the wi ndshield was extingui shed al nost at once, as the thin
filmof gasoline on the glass was consuned, but flanmes continued to | eap
of f the hood and off the fender on the passenger side. The paint had

i gnited.

Through fire and bill owi ng bl ack smoke, Marty saw The O her running
toward them again, not as fast as the car but not a whole | ot slower,
ei t her.

Pai ge fished two shotgun shells out of a pocket of her ski jacket and
stuffed theminto the nagazi ne tube, replacing the rounds she had
expended.

Sixty yards to the county road.
Fifty.
Forty.

Because of intervening trees and vegetation, Marty could not see
downhill, and he was afraid he'd reverse into the path of an oncom ng
vehicle. Yet he didn't dare sl ow down.

The roar of the BMW prevented himfromhearing the shot. A bullet hole
appeared, with a sharp snap, in the w ndshield bel ow the rearview
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mrror, between himand Paige. An instant later a second round drilled
the windshield, three inches to the right of the first, so close to
Paige it was a miracle she wasn't hit. Wth the second violation, a
chain-reaction of mllions of tiny cracks webbed across the tenpered

gl ass, rendering it m|Kky-opaque.

The transition between the end of the dirt | ane and the pavenent wasn't

snoot h. They sl anmed backward onto the county road hard enough to make

them bounce in their seats, and the crazed safety glass collapsed i nward
i n gunmy chunks.

Marty pulled the wheel to the right, reversing uphill, and braked to a
full stop when they were facing straight down the road. He could fee
the heat of the flanes that were eating the paint off the hood, but they
didn't lick into the car.

A bullet ricocheted off netal.
He shifted out of reverse.

Through his side wi ndow, he could see The O her standing spread-I|egged
fifteen yards fromthe end of the driveway, gun in both hands.

As Marty tranped on the accel erator, another round thudded into his
door, below the wi ndow, but didn't penetrate to the interior of the car

The Ot her broke into a run again as the BMN shot downhill and away from
hi m

Al t hough the wind carried nost of the snoke off to the right, there was
suddenly a lot more of it, blacker than ever, and enough churned into
the car to nmake them m serable. Paige started coughing, the girls were
wheezing in the back seat, and Marty couldn't clearly see the road
ahead.

"Tire's burning!" Paige shouted above the how i ng w nd.

Two hundred yards farther downhill, the burning tire blew, and the BMN
spun out of control on the snow skinned bl acktop. Marty turned the
wheel into the slide, but applied physics didn't prove reliable this
time. The car swung around a hundred and ei ghty degrees, sinultaneously
movi ng si deways, and they only stopped when they careened off the road
and fetched up against the chain-link fence that marked the perineter of
the property owned by the defunct Prophetic Church of the Rapture.

Marty clinbed out of the car. He yanked open the back door, |eaned in,
and hel ped the frightened girls disentangle thenselves fromtheir
seat bel t s.

He didn't even look to see if The Gther was still com ng because he knew
the bastard was coming. This guy would never stop, never, not unti
they killed him nmaybe not even then

As Marty extracted Enmily fromthe back seat, Paige scranbled out of the
driver's door because her side of the car was jamred into the
chain-link. Having withdrawn the nmanila envel opes of cash from under
her seat, she stuffed theminside her ski jacket. As she zipped shut,
she | ooked uphill.

"Shit," she said, and the shotgun booned.

Marty hel ped Charlotte out of the car as the Mdssberg thundered again.
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He thought he heard the hard crack of snmall-arnms fire, too, but the
bul l et nust have gone wi de of them

Shielding the girls, pushing them behind himand away from the burning
car, he glanced uphill.

The Other stood arrogantly in the center of the road, about a hundred
yards away, convinced he was protected fromthe shotgun fire by

di stance, the deflecting power of the wailing wind, and perhaps his own
supernatural ability to bounce back from seri ous danage. He was
exactly Marty's size, yet even at a distance he seened to tower over
them a dark and ominous figure. Maybe it was the perspective.

Al nost nonchal antly, he broke open the cylinder of his revol ver and
ti pped expended cartridges into the snow.

"He's rel oading," Paige said, taking the opportunity to jam additiona
shells into the magazi ne of her shotgun, "let's get out of here."

"Where?" Marty wondered, |ooking around frantically at the snow whi pped
| andscape.

He wi shed a car woul d appear from one direction or another

Then he canceled his own w sh because he knew The Ot her would kill any
passersby who tried to interfere

They noved downhill, into the biting wind, using the tine to put sone
di stance between thensel ves and their pursuer while they figured what to
do next.

He ruled out trying to reach one of the other cabins scattered through
the high woods. Mdst were vacation honmes. No one would be in residence
on a Tuesday in Decenber unless, by norning, the new snow brought them
in for the skiing. And if they stunbled into a cabin where sonmeone was
at home, with The Gther trailing after them Mrty didn't want the
deat hs of innocent strangers on his conscience.

Route 203 lay at the bottom of the county road. Even in the early hours
of a blizzard, steady traffic would be passing between the | akes and
Mammot h Lakes itself. |If there were a |ot of w tnesses, The O her
couldn't kill themall. He'd have to retreat.

But the bottom of the county road was too distant. They'd never nake it
before they ran out of shotgun shells to keep their eneny at bay--or
before the greater accuracy and range of the revolver allowed himto
pi ck them of f one by one.

They came to a gap in the battered chain-link fence.
"Here, cone on," Marty said.
"I'sn't that place abandoned?" Pai ge obj ect ed.

"There's nowhere else," he said, taking Charlotte and Enily by the hand
and | eading themonto the church property.

H s hope was that someone woul d cone al ong soon, see the half-burned

BMN and report it to the sheriff's departnent. |Instead of fanning the
fire that had been feeding on the paint, the wind had snuffed it, but
the tire was still burning, and the battered car was hard to ignore.

If a couple of well-arned deputies showed up to check out the area and
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could be enlisted in the struggle, they wouldn't under stand how
form dabl e The Ot her was, but they wouldn't be as naive and hel pl ess as
ordinary citizens, either.

After a brief hesitation, during which she glanced worriedly uphill at
their nenesis, Paige followed himand the girls through the
hole in the fence.

The speedl oader slips fromhis fingers and drops into the snow as he
renoves it fromthe pouch on his belt. It is the last of the two he
took fromthe dead man in the surveillance van

He stoops, plucks it out of the snow, and brushes it off against the
cranberry-red sweater under his varsity jacket. He brings it to the
open revolver, slips it in, twists it, drops it, and snaps the cylinder
shut .

He will have to use his last rounds carefully. The replicants are not
going to be easy to kill.

He now knows that the woman is a replicant just like the fal se father

Alien flesh. Inhuman. She cannot be his Paige, for she is too
aggressive. His Paige would be subnissive, eager for donination, |ike
the wonen in the Senator's filmcollection. His Paige is surely dead.

He must accept that, difficult as it is. This thing is only
masquer adi ng as Paige, and not well. Wbrse, if Paige is gone forever,
so are his loving daughters. The girls, cute and convincingly human,
are also replicants--denmonic, extraterrestrial, and dangerous.

His former life is irretrievable.
Hs famly is gone forever.
A bl ack abyss of despair yawns under him but he rmust not fall into it.

He nmust find the strength to go on and fight either until he achieves
victory in the name of all humankind--or is destroyed. He nust be as
courageous as Kurt Russell and Donal d Sutherland were when they found
thenselves in simlar dire straits, for he is a hero, and a hero nust
per severe

Downhill, the four creatures di sappear through a hole in the chain-link
fence. Al he wants nowis to see them dead, scranble their brains,

di smenber and decapitate them eviscerate them set themafire, take
every precaution against their resurrection, for they are not nerely the
killers of his real famly but a threat to the world.

The t hought occurs to himthat, if he survives, these terrifying
experiences will provide himwith material for a novel. He surely wll
be able to get past the opening sentence, an acconplishment of which he
was i ncapabl e yesterday. Though his wife and children are lost to him
forever, he might be able to salvage his career fromthe ruins of his
life.

Slipping and sliding, he hurries toward the gap in the fence.
The w ndshield wi pers were caked with snow that was hardening into ice.
They stuttered and thunped across the gl ass.

Cslett consulted the conputer-generated map, then pointed to a turn-off
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ahead. "There, on the right."
Cl ocker put on the turn signal

Li ke the ghost ship Mary Celeste silently materializing froma strange
fog with tattered sails unfurled and decks enpty of crew, the abandoned
church | coned out of the driving snow.

At first, in the obscuring stormand fading gray light of |ate
afternoon, Marty thought the building was in good repair, but that

i npression was transient. As they drew nearer, he saw that a | ot of
roof tiles were missing. Sections of the copper rain gutter were gone,
whi | e ot her pieces dangl ed precariously, swaying and creaking in the

wi nd. Most of the wi ndows were broken out, and vandal s had spray

pai nted obscenities on the once-handsone brick walls.

Ranbl i ng conmpl exes of buil di ngs--offices, workshops, a nursery,
dormitories, a dining hall--stood i mredi ately behind and to both sides
of the steepled main structure. The Prophetic Church of the Rapture had
been a cult that required its nmenbers to contribute all of their worldly
bel ongi ngs upon adnmittance and to live in a tightly governed comune.

They raced through the inch-deep snow, as fast as the girls could
manage, toward the entrance to the church, rather than to one of the

ot her buil di ngs, because the church was closest. They needed to get out
of sight as quickly as possible. Though The G her could track them
through his connection with Marty no natter where they went, at |east he
couldn't shoot at themif he couldn't see them

Twel ve broad steps led up to a double set of ten-foot-high oak doors
with six-foot-high fanlights above each pair. Al but a few ruby and
yel | ow shards of gl ass had been broken out of the fanlights, |eaving
dark gaps between the thick ribs of |eading. The doors were recessed in
a twenty-foot-high cinquefoil arch, above which was an enornous and

el aborately patterned wheel w ndow that still contained twenty percent
of its original glass, nost likely because it was a harder target for

st ones.

The four carved-oak doors were weat her-beaten, scarred, cracked, and
spray-painted with nore obscenities that glowed softly in the ashen
light of the premature dusk. On one, a vandal had crudely drawn the
white hourgl ass shape of a female formconplete with breasts and a
crotch defined by the letter Y, and beside it was a representation of a
phallus as large as a man. Beveled letters, cut by a naster stone
carver, made the sane pronmise in the granite lintel above each set of
doors, HE LIFTETH US UNTO HEAVEN, however, over those words, the
spoi l ers had sprayed BULLSH T in red paint.

The cult had been creepy, and its founder--Jonathan Cai nc had been a
fraud and pederast, but Marty was nore chilled by the vandals than by
the m sgui ded people who had followed Caine. At least the faithfu
cultists had believed in sonething, no matter how m sgui ded, had yearned
to be worthy of God's grace, and had sacrificed for their beliefs, even
if the sacrifices ultimtely proved to be stupid, they had dared to
dreameven if their dreans had ended in tragedy. The m ndl ess hatred
that informed the scrawings of the graffitists was the work of enpty
peopl e who believed in nothing, were incapable of dream ng, and thrived
on the pain of others.

One of the doors stood ajar six inches. Marty grabbed the edge of it
and pulled. The hinges were corroded, the oak was warped, but the door
grated outward another twelve or fourteen inches.
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Pai ge went inside first. Charlotte and Emly trailed close behind Mrty
never heard the shot that hit him

As he started to followthe girls, a lance of ice inpaled him entering
the upper-left quadrant of his back, exiting through the nuscles and
tendons bel ow the collar bone on the sane side. The piercing chill was
so cold that the blizzard hamrering the church seened |ike a tropica

di sturbance by conparison, and he shuddered violently.

The next thing he knew, he was |ying on the snow covered brick stoop in
front of the door, wondering how he had gotten there. He was half

convi nced he had just stretched out for a nap, but the pain in his bones
i ndi cated he'd dropped hard onto his unlikely bed.

He stared up through the descending snow and wintry light at letters in
granite, letters on granite.

HE Lift ETH US UNTO HEAVEN.
BULLSHI T.

He only realized he'd been shot when Paige rushed out of the church and
dropped to one knee at his side, shouting, "Marty, oh God, ny GCod,

you' ve been shot, the son of a bitch shot you," and he thought, Onh, yes,
of course, that's it, 1've been shot, not stabbed by a |l ance of ice.

Pai ge rose frombeside him raised the Mossherg. He heard two shots.

They were exceedingly loud, unlike the stealthy bullet that had knocked
himto the bricks.

Curious, he turned his head to see how close their indefatigable enemny
had come. He expected to discover the |ook-alike charging at him only
a few yards away, unfazed by shotgun pellets.

I nstead, The Qther renmained at a distance fromthe church, out of range
of the two rounds Paige had fired. He was a black figure on a field of
white, the details of his too-fanmliar face unreveal ed by the wani ng
gray light. Ranging back and forth through the snow, back and forth,

| anky and qui ck, he seened to be a wolf stalking a herd of sheep,

wat chful and patient, biding his time until the nonent of ultimate

vul nerability arrived.

The poniard of ice that transfixed Marty becane, from one second to the
next, a stiletto of fire. Wth the heat cane excruciating pain that
made him gasp. At last the abstract concept of a bullet wound was
translated into the | anguage of reality.

Paige lifted the Mbdssberg again.

Regaining clarity of mind with the pain, Marty said, "Don't waste the
ammp. Let himgo for now Help nme up.”

Wth her assistance, he was able to get to his feet.
"How bad?" she asked worriedly.

"I"'mnot dying. Let's get inside before he decides to take another shot
at us."

He foll owed her through the door into the narthex, where the darkness
was relieved only by faint rays penetrating the partly open door and
gl assl ess fanlights.
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The girls were crying, Charlotte |louder than Emly, and Marty tried to

reassure them "It's okay, |I'mall right, just a little nick. Al
need is a Band-Aid, one with a picture of Snoopy on it, and I'll fee
all better."”

In truth, his left armwas half nunb. He only had partial use of it.
When he flexed his hand, he couldn't curl it into a tight fist.

Pai ge eased to the eighteen-inch gap between the big door and the janb,
where the wind whistled and gi bbered. She peered out at The QO her.

Trying to get a better sense of the damage the bullet had done, Marty
slipped his right hand inside his ski jacket and gingerly explored the
front of his left shoulder. Even a light touch ignited a flare of pain
that made himgrit his teeth. H's wool sweater was saturated with

bl ood.

"Take the girls farther back into the church,” Pai ge whispered urgently,
t hough their eneny could not possibly have heard her out there in the
storm "All the way to the other end."

"What ' re you tal ki ng about ?"

"I''l'l wait here for him"

The girls protested. "My, don't."
"Mom conme with us, you gotta."
"Mommy, please.”

"I'"ll be fine," Paige said, "I'll be safe. Really. |It'll be perfect.

Don't you see? Marty, when the creep senses you noving away, he'll cone
into the church. He'll expect us to be together." As she tal ked, she
put two nore shells into the Mdssberg nagazine to replace the nobst
recent rounds she'd expended. "He won't expect me to be waiting right
here for him™"

Marty renmenbered having this sane di scussion before, back at the cabin,
when she wanted to go outside and hide in the rocks. Her plan hadn't
wor ked then, although not because it was flawed. The Ot her had driven
past her in the Jeep, evidently unaware that she was lying in wait. If
he hadn't pulled such an unpredictable stunt, ramm ng the stati on wagon
right into the house, she m ght have slipped up on him and dropped him
from behi nd.

Nevert hel ess, Marty didn't want to | eave her alone by the door

But there was no tinme for debate because he suspected his wound was soon
going to begin sapping what strength he still had.

Besi des, he didn't have a better plan to suggest.

In the gloom he could barely recognize Paige's face.

He hoped this wouldn't be the last tine he sawit.

He shepherded Charlotte and Em |y out of the narthex and into the nave.

It snmelled of dust and danpness and the wild things that nested there in
the years since the cultists had left to resune their shattered |lives
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instead of rising to sit at the right hand of the Lord.

On the north side, the restless wind hartied snow through the broken

wi ndows. If winter had a heart, inanimate and carved of ice, it would
have been no nore frigid than that place, nor could death have been nore
arctic.

"My feet are cold," Emly said.

He said, "Sssshhh. | know "

"Mne too," Charlotte said in a whisper.
"1 know. "

Havi ng sonething so ordinary to conplain about hel ped to nake their
situation seem | ess bizarre, |less frightening.

"Really cold," Charlotte el aborated.
"Keep going. Al the way to the front."

None of them had boots, only athletic shoes. Snow had saturated the
fabric, caked in every crease, and turned to ice. Marty figured they
didn't need to worry about frostbhite just yet. That took a while to
devel op. They might not live long enough to suffer fromit.

Shadows hung |ike bunting throughout the nave, but that |arge chamber
was brighter than the narthex. Arched doubl e-1ancet w ndows, |ong ago
relieved of the burden of glass, were featured al ong both side walls and
soared two-thirds of the distance to the vaulted ceiling. They admtted
sufficient light to reveal the rows of pews, the long center aisle

|l eading to the chancel rail, the great choir, and even sone of the high
altar at the front.

The brightest things in the church were the desecrations by the vandal s,
who had sprayed their obscenities across the interior walls in greater
profusion than they had done outside. He'd suspected the paint was

| um nous when he'd seen it on the exterior of the building, indeed, in
di nmer precincts, the serpentine scrawl s gl owed orange and bl ue and
green and yellow, overlapping, coiling, intertwining, until it al nost
seened as if they were real snakes withing on the wall.

Marty was tense with the expectation of gunfire.

At the chancel rail, the gate was m ssing

"Keep going," he urged the girls.

The three of themcontinued on to the altar platform fromwhich all of
the cerenoni al objects had been renpbved. On the back wall hung a
thirty-foot-high cross of wood festooned with cobwebs.

Hs left armwas nunmb, yet it felt grossly swollen. The pain was |ike
that of an abscessed tooth msplaced in his shoulder. He was
nauseous- -t hough whether fromloss of blood or fear for Paige or because
of the disorienting weirdness of the church, he didn't know.

Pai ge shrank fromthe front entrance into an area of the narthex that
woul d remain dark even if the door opened farther.

Staring at the gap between the door and janb, she saw phant om novenents

in the fuzzy gray light and churning snow. She repeatedly raised and
| owered the gun. Each tinme the confrontation seemed to have arrived,
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her breath caught in her throat.

She didn't have to wait long. He cane within three or four ninutes, and
he was not as circunspect as she expected himto be.

Apparently sensing Marty's novenent toward the far end of the building,
The O her entered confidently, boldly.

As he was stepping across the threshold, silhouetted in the waning
daylight, she ainmed for md-chest. The.gun was shaking in her hands
even before she squeezed the trigger, and it junped with the recoil.

She i nmedi at el y chanbered anot her round, fired again.

The first blast hit himsolidly, but the second probably ruined the jamb
more thoroughly than it ruined him because he pitched back ward, out of
the doorway, out of sight.

She knew she'd inflicted a | ot of danage, but there were no screans or
cries of pain, so she went through the door with as nuch hope as
caution, ready for the sight of a corpse on the steps. He was gone, and
sonmehow that wasn't a surprise, either, although the manner of his sw ft
di sappearance was so puzzling that she actually turned and squi nted up
at the front of the church, as if he might be clinbing that sheer facade
with the alacrity of a spider.

She coul d search for tracks in the snow and try to hunt himdown. She
suspected he might want her to do that very thing.

Unnerved, she re-entered the church at a run

Kill them kill themall, kill them now.

Buckshot. In the throat, working abrasively deep in the meat of him
Al ong one side of the neck. Hard |lunps enbedded in his left tenple.

Left ear ragged and dripping. Lead acne pinples the flesh dowmn the left
cheek, across the chin. Lower lip torn. Teeth cracked and chi pped.
Spitting pellets. A blaze of pain but no eye damage, vision uninpaired.

He scuttles in a crouch along the south side of the church, through a
twilight so flat and gray, so wapped in gauzes of snow, that he casts
no shadow. No shadow. No wife, no children, no nother, no father,

gone, no life, stolen, used up and thrown away, no mrror in which to

| ook, no reflection to confirmhis substance, no shadow, only footprints
in the new snow to support his claimto existence, footprints and his
hatred, like Claude Rains in The Invisible Man, defined by footprints
and fury.

He frenziedly seeks an entrance, hastily inspecting each wi ndow as he
passes it.

Virtually all of the glass is gone fromthe tall stained-glass panels,
but the steel mullions remain. Mich of the | ead cane that defined the
original patterns remains between the nullions, though in many places it
is bent and twi sted and drooping, tortured by weather or by the hands of
vandal s, rendering the outlines of the original religious synbols and
figures unrecogni zable, and in their place |eaving teratogenic forns as
meani ngl ess as the shapes in nelted candl es.

The next to the last nave window is missing its steel frame, nullions,
and cane. The granite stool marking the base of the windowis five feet
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off the ground. He boosts hinmself up with the ninbleness of a gymast
and squats on his haunches on the deep sill. He peers into nunberless
shadows interleaved with strange sinuous streans of radi ant orange,
yel | ow, green, and bl ue.

A child screans.

Raci ng down the center aisle of the graffiti-snmeared church, Paige had
the peculiar feeling that she was underwater in tropical clines, beneath
a Cari bbean cove, in caverns of gaudily |um nescent coral, equatorial
seaweed waving its feathery and radiant fronds on all sides o ner

Charl otte screaned.
Havi ng reached the chancel rail, Paige spun to face the nave.

Swi ngi ng the Mossberg left and right, searching in panic for the threat,
she saw The Other as Em |y shouted, "In the window, get him"

He was, indeed, squatting in one of the south-wall w ndows, a dark shape
that seemed only half human against the fading |ight and the whitening
showers of snow. Shoul ders hunched, head |ow, arns dangling, he had an
apel i ke aspect.

Her reflexes were quick. She fired the Mossberg without hesitation

Even if the distance hadn't been in his favor, however, he would have
escaped unt ouched because he was novi ng even as she pulled the trigger

Wth the fluid grace of a wolf, he seened to pour off the sill and onto
the floor. The buckshot passed harm essly through the space that he had
occupied and clattered off the wi ndow janbs that had franed him

Evidently on all fours, he vanished anong the rows of pews, where the
deepest shadows in the church were hunbled. |[|f she went hunting for him
there, he would drag her down and kill her.

She backed through the chancel rail and across the sanctuary to Marty
and the girls, keeping the shotgun ready.

The four of themretreated into an adjoi ning roomthat m ght have been
the sacristy. A pair of casenent wi ndows admitted barely enough |ight
to reveal three doors in addition to the one through which they'd
ent er ed.

Pai ge cl osed the door to the sanctuary and attenpted to lock it.

But it wasn't equipped with a lock. No furniture was available to brace
or blockade it, either.

Marty tried one of the other doors. "Coset."

Shrill wind and snow erupted through the door that Charlotte opened, so
she slamred it shut.

Checking the third possibility, Emly said, "Stairs."
Anong the pews. Creeping. Cautious.

He hears a door slam shut.

He waits.

Li st ens.
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Hunger. Hot pain fades quickly to a low heat. Bleeding slows to a
trickle, an ooze. Now hunger overwhel ms him as his body demands
enornous amounts of fuel to facilitate the reconstructi on of damaged
tissues.

Al ready he's netabolizing body fat and protein to nake urgent repairs to
torn and severed bl ood vessels. Hi s netabolism accel erates
unnercifully, an entirely autonom c function over which he has no power.

This gift that makes him so much | ess vul nerable than other nmen will
soon begin to exact a toll. Hs weight will decline. Hunger wll
intensify until it is nearly as excruciating as the agony of nortal
wounds. The hunger will becone a craving. The craving will becone a
desperat e need.

He considers retreating, but he is so close. So close. They are on the
run. Increasingly isolated. They cannot hold out against him

If he perseveres, in mnutes they will all be dead.

Besi des, his hatred and rage are as great as his hunger. He is frantic
for the sweet satisfaction that only extrene viol ence can assure.

On the novie screen of his mind, homcidal inmages flicker enticingly,
bull et-shattered skulls, brutally hanrered faces, gouged eyes, torn
throats, slashed torsos, flashing knives, hatchets, axes, severed |inbs,
worren on fire, screamng children, the bruised throats of young
prostitutes, flesh dissolving under a spray of acid...

He crawl s out from anong the pews, into the center aisle, rising into a
crouch.

The walls swarmwith glowi ng extraterrestrial hieroglyphics.
He is in the nest of the eneny.

Alien and strange. Hostile and inhunan.

Hs fear is great. But it only feeds his rage.

He hurries to the front of the room through a gap in a railing, toward
the door beyond which they retreated.

Light as thin as fish broth seeped down from unseen wi ndows above and
around the turns in the spiral staircase.

The buil dings to which the church was attached were two stories high

There m ght be a connecting passage between these stairs and anot her
structure, but Marty had no i dea where they were headed.

For that reason he al nbst wi shed they had taken the door that |ed out
si de.

However, the numbness in his arm hanpered himseverely, and the pain in
hi s shoul der, which grew worse by the minute, was a serious drain on his
energy. The building was unheated, as cold as the world outside, but at
least it offered shelter fromthe w nd.

Bet ween his wound and the storm he didn't think he would | ast |ong
beyond the walls of the church.

The girls clinbed ahead of him
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Pai ge cane | ast, worrying al oud because the door at the foot of the
stairs, like the sacristy door, did not have a | ock. She edged up
backward, step by step, covering the territory behind them

They soon reached a deep-set multifoil window in the outer wall, which
had been the source of the neager illumnation below. Mst of the clear
glass was intact. The light on the twisting stairs above was of an
equal ly dreary quality and nost |ikely came from another w ndow of the
sanme size and style.

Marty nmoved sl ower and his breathing grew nore | abored the higher they
ascended, as if they were reaching altitudes at which the oxygen content
of the air was drastically declining. The pain in his |left shoul der
intensified, and his nausea thickened.

The stained plaster walls, gray wooden steps, and dishwater |ight
rem nded hi m of depressing Swedish nmovies fromthe fifties and sixties,
filnms about hopel essness, despair, and grimfate.

Initially, the handrail along the outer wall was not essential to his
progress. However, it swiftly becane a necessary crutch. In

di smayi ngly short order, he found that he could not rely entirely on the
strength of his increasingly shaky | egs and al so needed to pull hinself
upward with his good right arm

By the tinme they came to the second nultifoil window, with still nore
steps and gray |luninosity ahead, he knew where they were. 1In a bel
t ower .

The stairwell was not going to lead to a passageway that woul d connect
themto the second floor of another building, because they were already
hi gher than two floors. Each additional step upward was an irreversible
commitnent to this single option

Gipping the rail with his good right hand, beginning to fee

i ghtheaded and afraid of |osing his balance, Marty stopped to warn
Pai ge that they better consider going back. Perhaps her reverse
perspective on the stairwell had prevented her fromrealizing the nature
of the trap.

Bef ore he coul d speak, the door clattered open bel ow, out of sight
beyond the first few turns.

Hi s |ast clear thought is the sudden realization that he does not have
the .38 Chief's Special any longer, nmust have lost it after being shot
at the front entrance to the church, dropped it in the snow, and has not
noticed the loss until this monent. He has no tine to retrieve it, even
if he knew where to search. Now his primary weapon is his body, his
hands, his murderous skills, and his exceptional strength. His
ferocious hatred is a weapon, as well, because it notivates himto take
any risk, confront extreme danger, and endure cruel suffering that would
incapacitate an ordinary man. But he is not ordinary, he is a hero, he
i s judgnent and vengeance, he is the rending fury of justice, avenger of
his murdered famly, nenesis of all creatures that are not of this earth
but would try to claimit as their own, savior of humanity.

That is his reason for existence. H s life has neaning and purpose at
| ast, to save the world fromthis i nhuman scourge.

Just before the door opened bel ow Paige, the narrow wi nding stairs
called to mnd |ighthouses she had seen in novies. Fromthe inage of a
i ghthouse, she leapt to the realization that they were in the church
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bell tower. Then the |ower door opened, out of sight beyond the curving
wal |s of the spiral stairwell, and they had no choice but to continue to
the top.

She briefly considered chargi ng downward, opening fire when she was
about to cone upon him But hearing her descend, he mght retreat into
the sacristy, where already the heavy yarn of dusk was knitting into
darkness, where he could stalk her in the gl oomand attack when her
attention was diverted to the wong skein of shadows.

She could al so wait where she was, let himconme to her, and blow his
head off as soon as he rose into sight. |[If he sensed her waiting,
however, and if he opened fire as he rounded the bend, he couldn't mss
her in those tight confines. She m ght be dead before she could pul
the trigger, or mght at best get off a shot into the ceiling of the
stairwell as she fell, harm ng nothing but plaster.

Renenbering the black silhouette on the sill of the nave wi ndow and the
uncanny fluidity with which it had noved, she suspected that The O her's
senses were sharper than her own. Lying in wait with the hope of
surprising it was probably a fool's. gane.

She continued upward, trying to convince herself that they were in the
best of all possible positions, defending high ground agai nst an eneny
that was all owed only one narrow approach. |t seened as if the
bel |l -tower platformought to be an unassail abl e redoubt.

Awash in agonies of hunger, sweating with need and rage, |lead pellets
popping fromhis flesh, he heals step by rising step but at a cost.

Body fat dwi ndl es and even sone nuscle tissue and bone nass are
sacrificed to the wildly accel erated nendi ng of buckshot wounds.

He gnashes his teeth with the conmpul sive need to chew, chew and swal | ow,
rend and tear, feed, feed, even though there is no food to satisfy the
terrible pangs that rack him

At the top of the tower, one half of the space was conpletely walled,
providing a landing for the stairs. An ordinary door gave access from
that vestibule to another portion of the platformthat was exposed to
the elenments on three sides. Charlotte and Enily opened the door
without difficulty and hurried out of the stairwell.

Marty followed them He was dismayingly weak but even dizzier than
feeble. He gripped the door janb and then the cast-concrete cap of the
wai st-high wall--the parapet--that enclosed the other three sides of the
outer bell-tower platform

Wth the wind-chill factor, the tenperature nust have been five or ten
degrees bel ow zero. He winced as the bitter gale |ashed his face--and
didn't dare think about how much colder it would seemten mnutes or an
hour | ater.

Though Pai ge m ght have enough shotgun shells to prevent The Qther from
reaching them they wouldn't all survive the night.

If the weather reports proved correct and the stormlasted until well
past dawn, they wouldn't be able to use the Mossberg to try to draw

attention to their plight until norning. The wailing wi nd would

di sperse the crash of gunfire before that telltale sound could reach
beyond church property.

The exposed platformwas twelve feet across with a tile floor and
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scuppers to let out rainwater. Two corner posts, about six feet high,
stood atop the perineter wall and, with the assistance of the full wall
on the east side, supported a peaked belfry roof.

No bell hung in the belfry. Wen Marty squinted up into the dim
recesses of that conical space, he saw the bl ack shapes of what mi ght
have been | oudspeaker horns from which the taped tolling of bells had
once been broadcast.

Appearing to grow ever whiter as the day steadily darkened, snow sl anted
into the belfry on the northwest wind. A small drift was formng al ong
the base of the south wall.

The girls had fled directly across the deck to the west side, as far as
they could get fromthe door, but Marty felt too wobbly to traverse even
that short distance w thout support. As he circled the platformto join
them leaning with his right hand agai nst the wai st-high parapet, the
floor tiles seenmed slippery though they were textured to be |ess
treacherous when wet.

He made t he mi stake of gl ancing over the edge of the parapet at the
phosphorescent nantle of snow on the ground six or seven stories bel ow

The view pronpted an attack of vertigo so strong that he al nbst passed
out before averting his eyes fromthe long fall

When he reached his daughters, Marty was nore nauseous than ever and
shivering so badly that any attenpt to speak would have resulted in
shuddery chai ns of sounds only vaguely resenbling words. As frigid as
he was, perspiration nonetheless trickled the length of his spine.

Wnd how ed, snow whirled, night descended, and the bell tower seened to
be turning like a carrousel

The pain fromthe wound in his shoul der had spread through his upper
body, until the fiery point of injury was only the center of a nore
general i zed ache that throbbed with every thud of his rapidly pounding
heart. He felt helpless, ineffective, and cursed hinself for being so
usel ess at that very monent when his fam |y needed hi m nost.

Pai ge hadn't joined Marty and the girls on the platform She stood on
the far side of the open door, on the enclosed | andi ng, peering down the
curved stairs.

Fl ames spouted fromthe bore of the gun, naking shadows dance. The boom
of the shot--and echoes of it--tolled across the bell-tower platform

and fromthe stairwell cane a shriek of pain and rage that was |ess than
human, followed i mediately by a second shot and an even nore shrill and
al i en screech.

Marty's hopes soared--and col | apsed an instant | ater when the agonized
cry of The Other was followed by Paige's scream

Al ong the curved wall, step by step, burning with hunger, filled with
fire, the body's furnace stoked to a white-hot blaze, tortured by need,
alert for a sound, higher, higher, higher in the darkness, churning

wi thin, seething, desperate and driven, driven by need, then the | oom ng
thing, the Paige-thing on the | andi ng above, a silhouette wapped in
shadows but recogni zably the Paige-thing, repulsive and deadly, an alien
seed. He crosses his arns over his face, protecting his eyes, absorbing
the first hard blast, a thousand spi kes of pain, hammered deep, al nost
knocked backward down the stairs, rocking on his heels, arns paral yzed
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for an instant, bleeding and torn, afire with need, need, inner pain
wor se than the outer, nove-nove-confront chall enge-grappl e-and-prevai l

I ungi ng forward, upward, screaming involuntarily, the second blast a

sl edgehamer to the chest, heart stutters, stutters, blackness swoops,
heart stutters, left lung pops |ike a balloon, no breath, blood in his
mouth. Flesh rips, blood spurts, flesh knits, blood seeps. He inhales,
inhales and is still moving up ward, upward into the woman, never having
endured such agony, a world of pain, cauldron of fire, lava in his
veins, a nightmare of all-consum ng hunger, testing his niracul ous
body's limts, teetering on the edge of death, smashes into her, drives
her backward, claws at the weapon, tears it away fromher, pitches it
asi de, going for her throat, her face, snapping at her face, biting at
her face, she's hol ding hi mback, but he needs her face, face, her
snooth pale face, alien neat, sustenance to slake the need, the need,
the terrible burning endl ess need.

The Other tore the shotgun out of Paige's grasp, threw it aside, slamed
into her, and knocked her backward through the doorway.

The area under the belfry seenmed to be illum nated nore by the natura
phosphorescence of the falling snow than by the fast-fading |ight of the
dying day. Marty saw The O her had been gruesonely wounded and had
under gone strange changes--was still undergoing them-although the ashen
twilight shrouded details of its netanorphosis.

Paige fell onto the bell-tower platform The O her dropped atop her
|ike a predator upon its prey, tearing at her ski jacket, issuing a dry
hi ss of excitenment, gnashing its teeth with the ferocity of a wild
creature fromout of the nmountain woods.

It was a thing now Not a man. Something dreadful if not quite
i dentifiable was happening to it.

Driven by desperation, Marty found within hinself one |last well of
strength. He overcame di zzi ness bordering on total disorientation, and
he took a running kick at the hateful thing that wanted his life.

He caught it squarely in the head. Al though he was wearing sneakers,
the kick had trenendous inpact, shattering all the ice that had forned
on the shoe.

The O her how ed, tunbl ed off Paige, rolled against the south wall, but
at once came onto its knees, then into a standing position, cat-quick
and unpredi ct abl e.

As the thing was still tunbling, Paige scranbled to the kids, crowding
t hem behi nd her.

Marty lunged for the discarded gun on the | anding, inches beyond the
ot her side of the open door. He crouched and, with his right hand,
grabbed the Mossberg by the barrel

Pai ge and one of the girls yelled a warning.

He didn't have tinme to reverse his grip on the weapon and punp a round
into the chanber. He rose and turned in one novenent, issuing a savage
scream not unli ke the sounds his adversary had been nmaki ng, and swung
the shotgun by the barrel

The Mossberg stock hammered into The Gther's |eft side, but not hard
enough to shatter any ribs. Marty had been forced to wield it with one
hand, unable to use his left, and the jolt of the blow rang back on him
sent pain through his chest, hurting himworse than it hurt The QO her.
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Wenchi ng the Mossberg from Marty, the |l ook-alike didn't turn the gun to
its owmn use, as if it had devolved into a subhuman state in which it no

| onger recogni zed the weapon as anything nore than a club. Instead, it

pitched the Moyssberg away, whirled it over the waist high wall into the

snowy ni ght.

"Look-alike" no longer applied. Marty could still see aspects of
hinsel f in that warped countenance, but, even in the murky dusk, no one
woul d ni stake them for brothers. The shotgun damage wasn't primarily
what made the difference. The pale face was strangely thin and pointed,
bone structure too prom nent, eyes sunken deep in dark circles,

cadaver ous.

The Mossberg was still spinning into the falling snow when the thing
rushed Marty and drove himinto the north wall. The wai st-high concrete
cap caught him across the kidneys so hard it knocked out of hi m what
little strength he had nanaged to dredge up

The Ot her had himby the throat. Replay of the upstairs hall

yesterday, Mssion Viejo. Bending himbackward as he'd been bent over
the gallery railing. Farther to fall this tine, into a darkness bl acker
than night, into a col dness deeper than wi nter storns.

The hands around his neck felt not |like hands at all. Hard as the nmeta
jaws of a bear trap. Hot in spite of the bitter night, so hot they
al nost scorched him

It wasn't just strangling himbut trying to bite himas it had tried to
bite Paige, striking snakelike, hissing. Gowing in the back of its
throat. Teeth snapped shut on enpty air an inch from Marty's face.

Breath sour and thick. The stench of decay. He had the feeling it
woul d devour himif it could, rip out his throat and take his bl ood.

Real ity outstripped i magi nation
Al reason fl ed.
N ghtmares were real. Monsters existed.

Wth his good hand, he got a fistful of its hair and pulled hard,
jerking its head back, frantic to keep its flashing teeth away from hi m

Its eyes glittered and rolled. Foanming spittle flew when it shrieked.

Heat poured off its body, and it was as hot to the touch as the
sun-warmed vinyl of a car seat in summer.

Letting go of Marty's throat but still pinning himagainst the parapet,
The O her reached back and seized the hand with which he had cl utched
its hair. Bony fingers. Inhuman. Hard talons. It seened fleshless,

brittle, yet increasingly fierce and strong, and it al nost crushed his
hand before he let go of its hair. Then it whipped its head to the side
and bit his forearm ripped the sleeve of his jacket but not his flesh.
Tore at him again, sank teeth into his hand, he screaned. |t grabbed
his ski jacket, pulling himoff the parapet as he tried to lean into the
void to escape it, snapped at his face, teeth clashing a fraction of an
inch short of his cheek, rasped out a single tortured word, "Need," and
snapped at his eyes, snapped, snapped at his eyes.

"Be at peace, Alfie."
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Marty registered the words but initially wasn't clear-headed enough
either to realize what they nmeant or to grasp that the voice was one he
had never heard before.

The O her reared its head back, as if about to make its final |unge for
his face. But it held that posture, eyes wild, skeletal face as softly
| um nous as the snow, teeth bared, rolling its head fromside to side,
issuing a thin wordl ess sound as if it wasn't sure why it was

hesi tati ng.

Marty knew that he should use the nonent to rama knee into the thing's
crotch, try to rush it backward across the platform to the opposite
parapet, up, out, and over. He could inmagine what to do, see it in his
witer's eye, a fully realized nmonent of action in a novel or novie, but
he had no strength left. The pain in his gunshot wound, throat, and
bitten hand swell ed anew, dizziness and nausea over whelmed him and he
knew he was on the verge of a bl ackout.

"Be at peace, Alfie," the voice repeated nore firmy

Still holding Marty, who was helpless in its ferocious grip, The O her
turned its head toward the speaker.

A flashlight winked on, directed at the creature's face.

Bl inking toward the light source, Marty saw a bearlike man, tall and
barrel -chested, and a snaller man in a black ski suit. They were
strangers.

They showed a little surprise but not the shock and horror that Marty
woul d have expect ed.

"Jesus," the snmaller man said, "what's happening to hinP"

"Metabolic nmeltdown," said the | arger nan.
"Jesus."

Marty gl anced toward the west wall of the belfry, where Pai ge was
crouched with the kids, sheltering them holding their heads agai nst her
breast to prevent them from seeing too much of the creature.

"Be at peace, Alfie," the snaller man repeated.

In a voice tortured by rage, pain, and confusion, The O her rasped,
"Father. Father. Father?"

Marty was still tightly held, and his attention was again drawn to the
thing that had once | ooked |ike him

The flashlight-illum nated face was nore hideous than it had appeared in
the gloom Wsps of steamwere rising off it in some places, confirmng
his sense that it was hot. Scores of shotgun wounds pocked one side of
its head, but they were not bleeding and, in fact, seened nore than half
heal ed. As Marty stared, a black | ead pellet squeezed out of the
creature's tenple and oozed down its cheek in a thin trail of yellow sh
fluid.

The wounds were its | east repulsive features. |In spite of the physica
strength it still possessed, it was as neagerly padded with flesh as
somet hing that had crawl ed out of a coffin after a year underground

Skin was stretched tightly over its facial bones. |Its ears were
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shriveled into hard knots of cartilage and lay flat agai nst the head.

Desi ccated |ips had shrunk back fromthe guns, giving the teeth greater
prom nence, creating the illusion of a nascent muzzle and the w cked
bite of a predator.

It was Death personified, the GimReaper w thout his vol um nous bl ack
robes and scythe, on his way to a masquerade ball in a costume of flesh
so thin and cheap that it was not for a nonment convincing.

"Father?" it said again, gazing at the stranger in the black ski suit.
" Fat her ?"

Insistently, "Be at peace, Afie."

The nane

"Alfie" was so unsuited to the grotesque apparition still clutching
Marty that he suspected he was hallucinating the arrival of the two nen.

The Ot her turned away fromthe flashlight beam and glared at Marty once
more. It seenmed uncertain of what to do next.

Then it lowered its graveyard face to his, cocking its head as if with
curiosity. "My life? M life?"

Marty didn't know what it was asking him and he was so weak from | oss
of blood or shock or both that he could only push at it feebly with his
right hand. "Let nme go."

"Need," it said. "Need, need, need, need, NEED, NEEEEEF, FEED.

The voice spiraled into a shrill squeal. |Its nmouth cracked wide in a
hunorl ess grin, and it struck at Marty's face.

A gunshot booned, The O her's head jerked back, Marty sagged agai nst the
parapet as the creature let go of him and its scream of denonic fury
drew muffled cries of terror fromEnily and Charlotte.

The Other clanped its skeletal hands to its shattered skull, as if
trying to hold itself together.

The flashlight beam wavered, found it.

The fissures in the bone heal ed, and the bullet hole began to cl ose up,
forcing the |l ead slug out of the skull. But the cost of this miracul ous
heal i ng becanme obvi ous as The Ot her's skull began to change nore
dramatically, growing smaller and narrower and nore lupine, as if bone
was melting and reform ng under the tight sheath of skin, borrow ng mass
fromone place to rebuild damage in anot her.

"Canni balizing itself to close the wound,"” said the big man.

More ghostly wi sps of vapor were rising fromthe creature, and it began
to tear at the clothes it wore as if it could not tolerate the heat.

The smaller man shot it again. In the face.

Still holding its head, The Qther reeled across the bell-tower platform
and collided with the south parapet. It alnbst tipped over and out into
t he voi d.

It crunpled to its knees, shedding its torn clothing as if the garnments
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were the tatters of a cocoon, squirmng forth in a darker and utterly
i nhuman form twitching, jittering.

It was no | onger shrieking or hissing. It sobbed. |In spite of its
i ncreasingly nmonstrous appearance, the sobbing rendered it |ess
threatening and even pitiable.

Rel entl ess, the gunman stepped toward it and fired a third shot.

The sobbing chilled Marty, perhaps because there was sone thing human

and pathetic about it. Too weak to stand, he slid down to the floor,

hi s back agai nst the wai st-hi gh parapet, and had to | ook away fromthe
t hrashi ng creature.

An eternity passed before The Ot her was entirely notionl ess and qui et.
Marty heard his daughters weeping.

Rel uctantly he turned his eyes to the body which lay directly across the
pl atform from himand which was bathed in the nercil essly revealing beam
of the flashlight. The corpse was a puzzle of black bones and
glistening flesh, the greater part of its substance having been consuned
inits frantic attenpts to heal itself and stay alive. The tw sted and
jagged renai ns nore resenbl ed those of an alien life formthan those of
a man.

W nd bl ew.
Snow fell.
A greater cold came down.

After a while, the man in the black ski suit turned away fromthe
remai ns and spoke to the bearish nman. "A very bad boy indeed."

The | arger man sai d not hing.

Marty wanted to ask who they were. His grip on consci ousness was so
tenuous, however, that he thought the effort of speaking m ght cause him
to pass out.

To his partner, the smaller man said, "Wat'd you think of the church?

As weird as anything Kirk and the crew have turned up, isn't it? Al
those obscenities Day-@oing on the walls. [It'll nake our little
scenario all the nore convincing, don't you think?"

Though he felt as lightheaded as if he had been drinking, and though he
was having difficulty keeping his thoughts focused, Marty now had
confirnmed what he'd suspected when the two nen first arrived, they were
not saviors, merely new executioners, and only marginally |ess
mysterious than The Q her.

"You're going to do it?" the larger of the two asked.

"Too much trouble to haul them back to the cabin. You don't think this
weird church is an even better setting?”

"Drew," the big man said, "there are a nunber of things about you I
like."

The small er man seened confused. He wi ped at the snow that the w nd
stuck to his eyelashes. "Wat'd you say?"
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"You' re dammed smart, even if you did go to Princeton and Harvard.

You' ve got a good sense of hunor, you really do, you make me | augh, even
when it's at ny expense. Hell, especially when it's at my expense."

"What're you tal ki ng about ?"

"But you're a crazy, sick son of a bitch," the big nan said, raised his
own handgun, and shot his partner.

Drew, if that was his nane, hit the tile floor as hard as if he had been
made of stone. He |landed on his side, facing Marty. H's nouth was
open, as were his eyes, though he had a blind man's gaze and seened to
have nothing to say.

In the center of Drew s forehead was an ugly bullet hole. For as |ong
as he could hold fast to consciousness, Marty stared at the wound, but
it didn't appear to be healing.

W nd bl ew.
Snow fell.
A greater cold cane down--along with a greater darkness.

Marty woke with his forehead pressed to cold glass. Heavy snow churned
agai nst the other side of the pane.

They were parked next to service station punps. Between the punps and
through the falling snow, he saw a well-lighted convenience store with
| arge wi ndows.

He rolled his head away fromthe glass and sat up straighter.

He was in the back seat of a truck-type station wagon, an Explorer or
Cher okee.

Behi nd the steering wheel sat the big man fromthe bell tower.
He was turned around in his seat, |ooking back. "How you doi ng?"

Marty tried to answer. His nouth was dry, his tongue stuck to his
pal ate, and his throat was sore. The croak that escaped himwas not a
wor d.

"I think you'll be all right," the stranger said.

Marty's ski jacket was open, and he raised one trenbling hand to his
| eft shoul der. Under the bl ood-danp wool sweater, he felt an odd bul ky
nass.

"Field dressing," the nman said. "Best | could do in a hurry. W get
out of these nountains, across the county line, I'll clean the wound and
rebandage it."

"Hurts."
"Don't doubt it."

Marty felt not nerely weak but frail. He lived by words and never
failed to have the right ones when he needed them so it was frustrating
to find himself with barely enough energy to speak.

"Pai ge?" he asked.
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"In there with the kids," the stranger said, indicating the comnbination
service station and convenience store. "Grls are using the bathroom
Ms. Stillwater's paying the cashier, getting some hot coffee. | just
filled the tank."

"You're . . .?"

"Cl ocker. Karl O ocker."

"Shot him™

“Sure did."

"Who . . . who . . . was he?"

"Drew OCslett. Bigger question is what was he?"

"Huh?"

Cl ocker smiled. "Born of man and wonan, but he wasn't much nore hunman
than poor Alfie. |If there's an evil alien species out there somewhere,
mar audi ng t hrough the gal axy, they'll never ness with us if they know we

can produce specinens |ike Drew "

Cl ocker drove, and Charlotte occupied the front passenger seat. He
referred to her as

"First Oficer Stillwater" and assigned her the duty of "handing the
captain his coffee when he needs another sip of it and, otherwi se,
guardi ng agai nst catastrophic spillage that mght irreparably
contam nate the ship."

Charlotte was uncharacteristically restrained and unwilling to play.

Marty worried about what psychol ogical scars their ordeal m ght have
left in hen-and what additional trouble and trauma m ght be ahead of
t hem

In the back seat, Emly sat behind Karl C ocker, Marty behind Charlotte,
and Pai ge between them Emly was not nerely quiet but totally silent,
and Marty worried about her too.

Qut of Mammot h Lakes on Route 203 and south on 395, progress was sl ow.

Two or three inches of snow were on the ground, and the blizzard was in
full how .

Cl ocker and Paige drank coffee, and the girls had hot chocol ate.

The aromas shoul d have been appealing, but they increased Marty's
gueasi ness.

He was allowed apple juice. Fromthe conveni ence store, Paige had
purchased a six-pack of juice in cans.

"It's the only thing you mght be able to hold in your stomach," C ocker
said. "And even if it nmkes you gag, you've got to take as nmuch of it
as you can because, with that wound, you're sure as hell dehydrating
dangerously. "

Marty was so shaky that, even with his right hand, he couldn't hold the
juice without spilling it. Paige put a strawin it, held it for him
and blotted his chin when he dribbl ed.
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He felt helpless. He wondered if he was nore seriously wounded than
they had told himor than they realized

Intuitively, he sensed he was dying--but he didn't know if that was an
accurate perception or the curse of a witer's inagination

The night was filled with white flakes, as if the day had not nerely
faded but shattered into an infinitude of pieces that would drift down
forever through an unendi ng darkness.

Over the chittering of the tire chains and the grunble of the engine, as
they descended fromthe Sierras in a train of cars behind a snowl ow and
ci nder truck, Cocker told them about the Network.

It was an alliance of powerful people in governnent, business,

| aw enforcenent, and the nedia, who were brought together by a shared
perception that traditional Wstern denocracy was an inefficient and
i nevitably catastrophic system by which to order society.

They were convinced that the vast majority of citizens were self

i ndul gent, sensation-seeking, void of spiritual values, greedy, |azy,
envi ous, racist, and woefully ignorant on virtually all issues of

i mport ance.

"They believe," O ocker said, "that recorded history proves the nasses
have al ways been irresponsible and civilization has progressed only by
luck and by the diligent efforts of a few visionaries."

"Do they think this idea's new?" Paige asked scornfully. "Have they
heard of Hitler, Stalin, Mao Tse-tung?"

"What they think's new," C ocker said, "is that we've reached an age
when t he technol ogi cal under pi nnings of society are so conplex and so
vul nerabl e because of this conplexity that civilization--in fact, the
pl anet itself--can't survive if governnent nakes deci sions based on the
whi ns and sel fish notivations of the nasses that pull the levers in the
voting booths."

"Crap," Paige said.

Marty woul d have seconded her opinion if he'd felt strong enough to join
the di scussion. But he had only enough energy to suck at the apple
juice and swallowit.

"What they're really about," Cocker said, "is brute power. The only
thing new about them regardl ess of what they think, is they're working
together fromdifferent extrenes of the political spectrum

The peopl e who want to ban Huckleber y Finn fromlibraries and the
peopl e who want to ban books by Anne Rice may seemto be notivated by
different concerns but they're spiritual brothers and sisters."”

"Sure," Paige said. "They share the sane notivation--the desire not
merely to control what other people do but what they think."

"The nost radical environnentalists, those who want to reduce the
popul ati on of the world by extreme neasures within a decade or two,
because they think the planet's ecology is in danger, are in some ways
sinpatico with the people who'd |ike to reduce the world's popul ation
drastically just because they feel there are too many bl ack and brown
people init."
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Pie said, "An oranization of such extrenes can't hold together

"I agree," O ocker said. "But if they want power badly enough, tota
power, they m ght work together |ong enough to seize it.

Then, when they're in control, they'll turn their guns on each other and
catch the rest of us in the cross-fire."

"How bi g an organi zation are we tal king about?" she asked.
After a hesitation, Cocker said, "Big."

Marty sucked on the straw, exceedingly grateful for the |evel of
civilization that allowed for the sophisticated integration of farm ng,
f ood- processi ng, packagi ng, marketing, and distribution of a product as
sel f-indul gent as cool, sweet apple juice.

"The Network directors feel nodern technol ogy enbodies a threat to
humanity," C ocker explained, swi tching the poundi ng wi ndshield wi pers
to a slower speed, "but they aren't against enploying the cutting edge
of that technology in the pursuit of power."

The devel opnent of a completely controllable force of clones to serve as
the singularly obedient police and soldiers of the next mllennium was
only one of a nultitude of research programs intended to help bring on
the new world, though it was one of the first to bear fruit.

Alfie.

The first individual of the first--or Al pha--generation of operable
cl ones.

Because society was riddled with incorrect thinkers in positions of
authority, the first clones were to be enployed to assassinate | eaders

i n business, governnment, nedia, and educati on who were too retrograde in
their attitudes to be persuaded of the need for change.

The clone was not a real person but nore or |ess a nmachi ne nade of
flesh, therefore, it was an ideal assassin. It had no awareness of who
had created and instructed it, so it couldn't betray its handlers or
expose the conspiracy it served.

Cl ocker downshifted as the train of vehicles slowed on a particularly
snowswept incline.

He said, "Because it isn't burdened by religion, philosophy, any system
of beliefs, a famly, or a past, there isn't nuch danger that a clone
assassin will begin to doubt the norality of the atrocities it commts,
devel op a consci ence, or show any trace of free will that m ght
interfere with its performance of its assignnents."”

"But sonmething sure went wwong with Alfie," Paige said.
"Yeah. And we'll never know exactly what."

Wy did it ook like ne? Marty wanted to ask, but instead his head
lolled onto Paige's shoul der and he | ost consci ousness.

A hall of mrrors in a carnival funhouse. Frantically seeking a way
out .

Ref |l ecti ons gazing back at himw th anger, envy, hatred, failing to
m mc his own expressions and novenents, stepping out of one
| ooki ng-gl ass after another, pursuing him an ever-grow ng arny of
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Martin Stillwaters, so |like himon the outside, so dark and cold on the

inside. Now ahead of himas well, reaching out fromthe nmrrors past
whi ch he runs and into which he blunders, grasping at him all of them
speaking in a single voice, | need ny life.

The nmirrors shattered as one, and he woke.
Lanpl i ght.

Shadowy cei ling.

Lying in bed.

Col d and hot, shivering and sweati ng.

He tried to sit up. Couldn't.

"Honey?"

Barely enough strength to turn his head.
Paige. 1In a chair. Beside the bed

Anot her bed beyond her. Shapes under bl ankets. The girls.
Sl eepi ng.

Drapes over the windows. Night at the edges of the drapes. She sniled.
"You with nme, baby?"

He tried to lick his lips. They were cracked. Hi s tongue was dry,
furry.

She took a can of apple juice froma plastic ice bucket in which it was
chilling, lifted his head off the pillow, and guided the straw between
his |ips.

After drinking, he nanaged to say, "Were?"
"A nmotel in Bishop."

"Far enough?"

"For now, it has to be," she said.

"Hi nP"

"Clocker? He'll be back."

He was dying of thirst. She gave himnore juice.
"Worried," he whispered.

"Don't. Don't worry. It's okay now "
"Hm"

"C ocker?" she asked.

He nodded.

"We can trust him" she said.

He hoped she was right.
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Even drinking exhausted him He lowered his head onto the pillow again.
Her face was like that of an angel. It faded away.

Escaping fromthe hall of mrrors into a long black tunnel. Light at
the far end, hurrying toward it, footsteps behind, a legion in pursuit
of him gaining on him the men fromout of the mrrors. The light is
his salvation, an exit fromthe funhouse. He bursts out of the tunnel,
into the brightness, which turns out to be the field of snowin front of
t he abandoned church, where he runs toward the front doors wth Paige
and the girls, The OGther behind them and a shot explodes, a | ance of
ice pierces his shoulder, the ice turns to fire, fire The pain was
unbear abl e.

His vision was blurred with tears. He blinked, desperate to know where
he was.

The sane bed, the sane room
The bl ankets had been pull ed aside.
He was naked to the waist. The bandage was gone.

Anot her expl osion of pain in his shoul der wung a screamfromhim But
he was not strong enough to scream and the cry issued as a soft,
" Ahhhhhh. "

He blinked away nore tears.

The drapes were still closed over the windows. Daylight had replaced
darkness at the edges.

Cl ocker | oomed over him Doing sonmething to his shoul der.

At first, because the pain was excruciating, he thought O ocker was
trying to kill him Then he saw Paige with C ocker and knew t hat she
woul d not | et anything bad happen.

She tried to explain sonething to him but he only caught a word here
and there, "sulfur powder . . . antibiotic . . . penicillin..."

They bandaged hi s shoul der agai n.

Cl ocker gave himan injection in his good arm He watched. Wth all of
his other pains, he couldn't feel the prick of the needle.

For a while he was in a hall of mrrors again.

When he found hinself in the notel bed once nore, he turned his head and
saw Charlotte and Emly sitting on the edge of the adjacent bed,

wat ching over him Emly was hol di ng Peepers, the rock on which she had
pai nted a pair of eyes, her pet.

Both girls | ooked terribly sol em.

He managed to smile at them

Charlotte got off the bed, came to him kissed his sweaty face.

Emly kissed him too, and then she put Peepers in his good right hand.
He managed to close his fingers around it.

Later, drifting up fromdrean ess sleep, he heard C ocker and Pai ge
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t al ki ng, don't think it's safe to nove him" Paige said

"You have to," Cocker said. "W're not far enough away from Manmot h
Lakes, and there are only so many roads we coul d' ve taken."

"You don't know anyone's |ooking for us."

"You're right, | don't. But it's a safe bet. Sooner or |ater soneone
wi Il be | ooking--and probably for the rest of our lives."

He drifted out and in, out and in, and when he saw Cl ocker at the
bedsi de again, he said, "Wy?"

"The eternal question," O ocker said, and sniled.

Refining the eternal question, Marty said, "Wy you?"

Cl ocker nodded. "You' d wonder, of course. Well . . . | was never one
of them They made the serious mstake of thinking | was a true
believer. Al ny life |I've wanted adventure, heroics, but it never
seenmed in the cards for nme. Then this. Figured if | played along, the
day woul d cone when |I'd have a chance to do serious damage to the
Network if not vaporize it, pow, |like a plasnma-beam weapon."”

"Thank you," Marty said, feeling consciousness slip away and wanting to
express his gratitude while he still could.

"Hey, we're still not out of the woods yet," Cd ocker said.

When Marty regai ned consci ousness, he wasn't sweating or shivering, but
he still felt weak.

They were in a car, on a lonely highway at sunset. Paige was driving,
and he was belted in the front passenger seat.

She said, "Are you okay?"

"Better," he said, and his voice was | ess shaky than it had been for a
while. "Thirsty."

"There's sone apple juice on the floor between your feet. 1'll find a
pl ace to pull over."

"No. | can get it," he said, not really sure that he could.

As he bent forward, reaching to the floor with his right hand, he
realized that his left armwas in a sling. He managed to get hold of a
can and yank it | oose of the six-pack to which it was connected. He
braced it between his knees, pulled the ring-tab, and opened it.

The juice was barely chilled, but nothing ever tasted better partly
because he had nanaged to get it for hinself wthout help.

He finished the entire can in three | ong swal |l ows.

When he turned his head, he saw Charlotte and Em |y slunped in their
seatbelts, snoozing in the back.

"They' ve hardly gotten any sleep for the | ast couple of nights," Paige
said. "Bad dreans. And worried about you. But | guess being on the
nmove nmakes them feel safer, and the notion of the car helps."

"Nights? Plural?" He knew they had fled Manmot h Lakes Tuesday ni ght.
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He assuned it was Wednesday. "What sunset is that?"

"Friday's," she said.
He had been out of it for alnobst three days.

He | ooked around at the vast expanse of plains swiftly fading into the
nightfall. "Were are we?

"Nevada. Route Thirty-one south of Wl ker Lane. We'Ill pick up H ghway
Ni nety-five and drive north to Fallon. W'I|l stay at a notel there
toni ght."

" Tonor r ow?"
"Woning, if you're up toit."
"I'"ll be up toit. | guess there's a reason for Wom ng?"

"Karl knows a place we can stay there." Wen he asked her about the
car, which he had never seen before, she said, "Karl again.

Li ke the sul fur powder and the penicillin |I've been treating you with.
He seems to know where to get whatever he needs. He's sone character.”

"I don't even really know him" Marty said, reaching down for another
can of apple juice, "but | love himlike a brother."

He popped open the can and drank at |east one-third of it. He said, "I
like his hat too."

Pai ge | aughed out of all proportion to the feeble hunor of the renark,
but Marty | aughed with her.

"God," she said, driving north through gray, unpopulated land, "I |ove
you, Marty. |If you had died, |I'd never have forgiven you."

That night they took two roons at the notel in Fallon, using a false
name and payi ng cash in advance. They had a dinner of pizza and Peps
in the notel. Marty was starved, but two pieces of pizza filled him

While they ate, they played a gane of Look Who's the Monkey Now, in
whi ch the purpose was to think of all the words for foods that began
with the letter P. The girls weren't in their best playing form

In fact, they were so subdued that Marty worried about them

Maybe they were just tired. After dinner, in spite of their nap in the
car, Charlotte and Enily were asleep within seconds of putting heads to
pillows.

They left the door open between the adjoining rooms. Karl C ocker had
provi ded Paige with an Uzi subnmachi ne gun which had been illegally
converted for full automatic fire. They kept it on the nightstand
wi t hi n easy reach.

Pai ge and Marty shared a bed. She stretched out to his right, so she
could hold his good hand.

As they tal ked, he discovered that she had | earned the answer to the
guestion he'd never had a chance to ask Karl C ocker, Wy did it |ook
i ke me?
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One of the nost powerful nmen in the Network, primary owner of a media
enpire, had lost a four-year-old son to cancer. As the boy lay dying at
Cedars-Sinai Hospital, five years ago, blood and bone narrow sanpl es had
been taken from himbecause it was his father's enpotional decision that
the Al pha-series clones should be devel oped fromhis |ost boy's genetic
material. |f functional clones could be nade a reality, they would be a
| asting nmonunent to his son.

"Jesus, that's sick," Marty said. "Wuat father would think a race of
genetically engineered killers mght be a suitable nenorial? God
Al m ghty."

"God had nothing to do with it," Paige said

The Network representative assigned to obtain those blood and marrow
sanples fromthe | ab had gotten confused and wound up with Marty's
sanpl es instead, which had been taken to determ ne whether he would be a
suitabl e donor for Charlotte if she proved in need of a transplant.

"And they want to rule the world," Marty said, anazed. He was still far
fromrecuperated and in need of nore sleep, but he had to know one nore
thing before he drifted off. "If they only started engineering Afie
five years ago . . . how can he be a grown man?"

Pai ge said, "According to C ocker, they 'inproved on the basic human
design in several ways."

They had given Alfie an unusual netabolism and trenendously accel erated
heal i ng power. They al so engi neered his phenonenal |y rapid maturation
with human growth hornone and raised himfromfetus to thirtyish adult
with nonstop intravenous feeding and el ectrically stinulated nuscle
devel opnment over a period of less than two years.

"Li ke a dammed hydroponi ¢ vegetabl e or something," she said.

"Dear Jesus," Marty said, and glanced at the nightstand to nake sure the
Uzi was there. "Didn't they have a few doubts when this clone didn't
resenbl e the boy?"

"For one thing, the boy had been wasted by cancer between the ages of
two and four. They didn't know what he might have | ooked like if he'd
been healthy during those years. And besides, they'd edited the genetic
material so extensively they couldn't be sure the Al pha generation woul d
resenbl e the boy all that nuch anyway.

"He was taught |anguage, mathematics, and other things |largely by
sophi sticated sublimnal input while he was asl eep and grow ng."

She had nore to tell him but her voice faded gradually as he
surrendered to a sleep filled with greenhouses in which human forns
floated in tanks of viscous liquid

they are connected to tangles of plastic tubing and life support
machi nes, growing rapidly fromfetuses to full adulthood, all doubles
for him and suddenly the eyes click open on a thousand of them at once,
along rows and rows of tanks in building after building, and they speak
as with a single voice, | need ny life.

The | og cabin was on several acres of woodl ands, a few mles from
Jackson Hol e, Wom ng, which had yet to enjoy its first snow of the
season. Karl's directions were excellent, and they found the place with
little difficulty, arriving |ate Saturday afternoon
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The cabi n needed to be cl eaned and aired-out, but the pantry was stocked
with supplies. Wen the rust had been run out of the pipes, the water
fromthe tap tasted cl ean and sweet.

On Monday, a Range Rover turned off the county road and drove to their
front door. They watched it tensely fromthe front w ndows.

Pai ge held the Uzi with the safety off, and she didn't relax until she
saw that it was Karl who got out of the driver's door

He had arrived in tinme to have lunch with them which Marty had prepared
with the girls' help. It consisted of reconstituted eggs, canned
sausages, and biscuits froma tin.

As the five of themate at the large pine table in the kitchen, Karl
presented themwith their newidentities. Mrty was surprised by the
nunber of documents. Birth certificates for all four of them A high
school diploma for Paige froma school in Newark, New Jersey, and one
for Marty froma school in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. An honor able

di scharge fromthe United States Arny for Marty, issued after three
years of service. They had Wom ng driver's |licenses, Social Security
cards, and nore.

Their new name was Gault. Ann and John Gault. Charlotte's birth
certificate said her nanme was Rebecca Vanessa Gault, and Emily was now
Suzie Lori Gault.

"W got to choose our own first and second nanes," Charlotte said with
nmore ani mation than she'd shown in days. "I'm Rebecca like in the
movi e, a worman of beauty and mystery, haunting Manderley forever."

"W didn't exactly get to pick what nanmes we wanted," Emily said. "W
didn't get first choice, for sure.”

Marty had been deep in wounded sl eep back in Bishop, California, when
the nanmes had been selected. "What was your first choice?" he asked
Emly.

"Bob, " she said.
Marty | aughed, and Charlotte giggl ed expl osively.
"I like Bob," Emly said.

"Well, you have to admit it isn't really appropriate,” Marty said.

"Suzie Lori is cute enough to puke over," Charlotte said.

"Well, if | can't be Bob," Emly said, "then | want to be Suzie Lori,
and everyone has to al ways use both nanes, never just Suzie."

Wiile the girls washed the dishes, Karl brought in a suitcase fromthe
Range Rover, opened it on the table, and discussed the contents with
Marty and Paige. There were scores of conputer discs containing Network
files, which Karl had secretly copied over the years, plus at least a
hundred nicrocassette tapes of conversations that he had recorded,
including one at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Dana Point that involved
Cslett and a man naned Peter Waxhill.

"That one," Karl said, "will explain the entire clone crisis in a
nutshell." He began returning the itens to the suitcase. "These are
all copies, the discs and the cassettes. You ve got two full sets.
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And |'ve got other duplicates besides."

Marty didn't understand. "Wy do you want us to have these?"

"You're a good witer," Karl said. "I've read a couple of your books
since Tuesday night. Take all this, wite up an explanation of it, an
expl anation of what happened to you and your famly. 1'mgoing to |eave
you the nanme of the owner of a mmjor newspaper and a nan high in the
FBI. 1'mconfident that neither of themis part of the Network--because

both of themwere on Alfie's list of future targets.
Send your explanation and one set of discs and tapes to each of them

Mail it blind, of course, no return address, and from anot her state, not
Wom ng. "

"Shoul dn't you do this?" Paige asked.

"I''l'l try again if you don't get the kind of reaction | expect you will.
But it's better comng fromyou first. Your disappearance, the action
in Mssion Viejo, the nurders of your parents, the bodies |'ve nade sure
they found in that bell tower near your fol ks' cabin--all of that has
kept your story hot. The Network has made sure it's kept hot, 'cause
they're desperate for soneone to find you for them Let's use your
notoriety to make it all backfire on themif we can."

The day was cool but not cold. The sky was a crystalline bl ue.

Marty and Karl went for a walk al ong the perineter of the woods, always
keeping the cabin in sight.

"This AlIfie," Marty said.

"WWhat about hi nP"

"Was he the only one?"

"The first and only operative clone. Qhers are being grown."
"W have to stop that."

"W owi Il "

"Ckay. Suppose we blow the Network apart," Marty wonder ed.

"Their house of cards collapses. Afterward . . . can we ever go back
home, resune our |ives?"

Karl shook his head. "I don't intend to. Don't dare. Sone of them
will slip the noose. And these are people who hold a grudge from Sunday
to Hell and back. Good haters. You ruin their lives or even just the
lives of people in their famlies, and sooner or later they'Il kill all
of you."

"Then the Gault name isn't just tenporary cover?"

"It's the best 1D you can get. As good as real paper. | got it from
sources the Network doesn't know about. No one will ever see through
this ID. . . or track you down by it."

"My career, incone fromny books

"Forget it," Karl said. "You're on a new voyage of discovery, outward
to worlds unknown."
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"And you' ve got a new nane too?"
Yes. "

"None of ny business what it is, huh?"
"Exactly."

Karl left that same afternoon, an hour before dusk.

As they acconpanied himto the Range Rover, he wi thdrew an envel ope from
an inside pocket of his tweed jacket and handed it to Paige, explaining
that it was the grant deed to the cabin and the I and on which it stood.

"l bought and prepared two getaway properties, one at each end of the
country, so |I'd be prepared for this day when it cane. Omed them both
under untraceable false nanes. 1|'ve transferred this one to Ann and
John Gault, since | can only use one of them"™

He seened enbarrassed when Pai ge hugged hi m

"Karl," Marty said, "what woul d have happened to us w thout you? W owe
you everything."

The big man was actual ly blushing. "You' d have done all right, sonehow.
You're survivors. Anything |I've done for you, it's only what anyone
woul d have."

"Not these days," Marty said.

"Even these days," Karl said, "there are nore good people than not. |
really believe that. | have to."

At the Range Rover, Charlotte and Em |y kissed Karl goodbye because they
all knew, w thout having to say it, that they woul d never see hi m again.

Em |y gave him Peepers. "You need soneone,"” she said. "You're all
al one. Besides, he'll never get used to calling me Suzie Lori

He's your pet now. "
"Thank you, Emily. 1'll take good care of him?"

When Karl got behind the wheel and closed the door, Marty leaned in the
open wi ndow. "If we weck the Network, you think they'll ever put it
back together again?"

"I't or something like it," Karl said without hesitation
Unsettled, Marty said, "I guess we'll know if they do
when they cancel all elections.”

"Ch, elections would never be canceled, at |east not in any way that was
ever apparent," Karl said as he started the Rover. "They'd go on just
as usual, with conpeting political parties, conventions, debates, bitter
canpai gns, all the hoopla and shouting. But every one of the candi dates
woul d be selected from Network loyalists. |f they ever do take over,
John, only they will know. "

Marty was suddenly as cold as he had ever been in the blizzard on
Tuesday ni ght.
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Karl raised one hand in the split-finger greeting that Marty recogni zed
fromStar Trek. "Live long and prosper," he said, and |eft them

Marty stood in the gravel driveway, watching the Rover until it reached
the county road, turned left, and dw ndl ed out of sight.

That Decenber and throughout the foll owing year, when the head |lines
screaned of the Network scandal, treason, political conspiracy,
assassination, and one world crisis after another, John and Ann Gault
didn't pay as nuch attention to the newspapers and the tel evision news
as they had expected they would. They had new lives to build, which was
not a sinple undertaking.

Ann cut her blond hair short and dyed it brown. Before meeting any of
their neighbors living in the scattered cabins and ranches of that rura
area, John grew a beard, not to his surprise, it cane in nmore than half
gray, and a lot of gray began to show up on his head, as well.

A sinple tint changed Rebecca's hair fromblond to auburn, and Suzie
Lori was sufficiently transfornmed with a new and nuch shorter style.

Both girls were growing fast. Time would swiftly blur the resenbl ance
bet ween them and whoever they once m ght have been

Renenbering to use new names was easy compared to creating and
committing to nenory a sinple but credible fal se past. They nade a game
of it, rather |like Look Who's the Monkey Now.

The ni ghtnares were persistent. Though the eneny they had known was as
confortable in daylight as not, they irrationally viewed each nightfal
wi th an uneasi ness that people had felt in ancient and nore
superstitious tinmes. And sudden noi ses nade everybody junp.

Christmas Eve had been the first time that John dared to hope they would
really be able to inmagine a new life and find happi ness agai n.

It was then that Suzie Lori inquired about the popcorn
"What popcorn?" John asked.

"Santa's evil twin put ten pounds in the mcrowave," she said, "even
though that much corn wouldn't fit. But even if it would fit, what
happened when it started to pop?"

That night, story hour was held for the first tine in nore than three
weeks. Thereafter, it becane routine.

In late January, they felt safe enough to regi ster Rebecca and Suzie
Lori in the public school system

By spring, there were new friends and a growing store of Gault famly
menories that were not fabricated.

Because they had seventy thousand in cash and owned their hunbl e house
outright, they were under little pressure to find work.

They al so had four boxes full of the first editions of the early novels
of Martin Stillwater. The cover of Tinme nmagazi ne had asked a question
that woul d never be answered--Were is Martin Stillwater?--and first
editions that had once been worth a couple of hundred dollars each on
the collectors' market had begun selling, by spring, for five tinmes that
price, they would probably continue to appreciate faster than blue-chip

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Mr.%20Murder.txt (297 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:10:35 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Mr.%20M urder.txt

investnments in the years to cone. Sold one or two at a tinme, in far
cities, they would keep the famly nest egg fat during | ean years.

John presented hinmself to new nei ghbors and acquai ntances as a forner

i nsurance sal esman from New York Cty. He clainmed to have conme into a
substantial though not enornous inheritance. He was indulging a
lifelong dreamof living in a rural setting, struggling to be a poet.

"If 1 don't start selling some poens in a few years, maybe I'll wite a
novel ," he sonmetines said, "and if that doesn't turn out right--then
I"I'l start worrying."

Ann was content to be seen as a housew fe, however, freed fromthe
pressures of the past--troubled clients and freeway comuti ng--she

redi scovered a talent for drawing that she had not tapped since high
school. She began doing illustrations for the poens and stories in her
husband' s ri ng-bound not ebook of original conpositions, which he had
been witing for years, Stories for Rebecca and Suzie Lori

They had lived in Wom ng five years when Santa's Evil Twin by John
Gault with illustrations by Ann Gault became a smash Chri st nas
bestseller. They allowed no jacket photo of author and artist. They
politely declined offers of promotional tours and interviews, prefer
ring a quiet life and the chance to do nore books for children

The girls remained healthy, grew tall, and Rebecca began sel ectively
dating boys, all of whom Suzie Lori found wanting in one way or another

Sormetimes John and Ann felt they lived too nuch in a fantasy, and they
made an effort to keep up with current events, watching for signs and
portents that they didn't even like to discuss with each other. But the
worl d was endl essly troubled and tedi ous. Too few people seened able to
imagine life without the crushing hand of one governnent or another, one
war or another, one formof hatred or another, so the Gaults always | ost
interest in the news and returned to the world they inmagi ned for

t hensel ves.

One day a paperback novel arrived in the mail. The plain brown envel ope
bore no return address, and no note of any kind was included with the
book. It was a science-fiction novel set in the far future, when

humanki nd had conquered the stars but not all of its problens.
The title was The C one Rebellion. John and Ann read it.

They found it to be adnmirably well-inmagi ned, and they regretted that
they woul d never have the opportunity to express their admiration

t he end.
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